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INTRODUCTION 


How do you solve a problem like elections? 


The greatest political paradox of our time is this: there are more elections 
than ever before, and yet the world is becoming less democratic. 


Nowadays, elections are held almost everywhere. The vast majority of 
governments at least go through the motions of election campaigns, and are 
rhetorically committed to allowing citizens to cast ballots to choose the 
leaders who will govern them. However, in many places, that choice is little 
more than an illusion: the contest is rigged from the start. 


Take Azerbaijan’s 2013 elections, when the highly repressive 
government of President Ilham Aliyev sought to boost its democratic 
credentials by launching an iPhone app that enabled citizens to keep up to 
speed with the vote tallies as ballot counting took place. Touting its 
commitment to transparency, the regime said that the new technology would 
allow anyone to watch the results in real time. But those who were keen to 
try out the new technology were surprised to find that they could see the 
results on the app the day before the polls opened. 


In other words, anyone with the app could see who had won, who had 
lost, and by how much, before any ballots had even been cast. When 
journalists asked how the government had managed this act of political time 
travel, the authorities back-pedalled, claiming that these were results from a 
previous election. However, this explanation did not stand up to closer 
scrutiny: the candidates listed were those contesting the current poll. 
Inadvertently, the regime had shone a digital light on the fraud they intended 
to carry out in the shadows. ! 


It is tempting to think that Azerbaijan’s egregious election rigging is an 
outlier. We want to believe that elections are truly transformative political 
institutions and that the case of Azerbaijan is the exception that proves the 
rule. However, in other authoritarian states in which leaders hold elections 
despite not being committed to democratic values, rigging is the norm rather 
than the exception. Since the end of the Cold War, the majority of elections 
held in such states have featured some form of electoral manipulation. Partly 
as a result, authoritarian leaders win elections in such contexts about nine 
times out of ten.2 Despite the impression of competition and choice, then, 
these elections deliver more continuity than change. 


If you think that these kinds of poor-quality polls are a small proportion 
of all of the elections held around the world, think again: on a scale of | to 
10, in which 10 reflects a perfect election and 1 reflects the worst possible, 


the average election around the world scores just 6. In Asia, Africa, post- 
communist Europe and the Middle East the figure is closer to 5 (see 
appendix 7).4 Moreover, even if we move away from a specific focus on 
authoritarian leaders to consider the entire universe of all elections globally, 
only about 30 per cent of elections result in a transfer of power.> In other 
words, incumbents win seven times out of ten — and this figure has not 
moved much since the early 1990s. 


The picture changes little if, for a moment, we shift the focus from 
elections to the broader context in which they are held. As the Cold War 
ended, some scholars and politicians were seduced by the belief that we 
were nearing the ‘end of history’® — that all countries were on a slow but 
inevitable march towards liberal democracy. In hindsight, that prediction 
appears to have been naively optimistic. Instead, the last decade has 
witnessed a gradual decline in the quality of democracy in the world. 
Moreover, there is little evidence that this trend is easing. According to 
Freedom House, the American pro-democracy think tank, in 2017, seventy- 
one countries suffered net declines in political rights and civil liberties, with 
only thirty-five registering gains.’ 


This represented the worst annual democratic recession in quite some 
time, but the pattern is consistent: in each of the last twelve years more 
countries have experienced democratic backsliding rather than democratic 
consolidation. Significantly, this process is not concentrated in only one part 
of the world and does not appear to reflect specific regional dynamics. 
Instead, the erosion of democracy can be identified in all of the regions 
caught up in the ‘third wave’ of democratization — Latin America, Eastern 
Europe and Africa — as well as areas that have yet to democratize, such as 
the Middle East. This is reflected in the fact that the five countries that 
suffered the biggest democratic decline in 2017 were, in order of magnitude, 
Turkey, the Central African Republic, Mali, Burundi and Bahrain — with 
Venezuela and Hungary not far behind.® 


These developments are particularly striking when stacked up against 
the other major trend of recent times: the growing prevalence of multiparty 
elections. How is it possible that the flourishing of elections has coincided 
with a decade of democratic decline? The answer is that dictators, despots 
and counterfeit democrats have figured out how to rig elections and get 
away with it. An increasing number of authoritarian leaders are contesting 
multiparty elections, but are unwilling to put their fate in the hands of 
voters; in other words, more elections are being held, but more elections are 
also being rigged. 


This part of the story — global democratic backsliding and the inability of 
elections, on their own, to deliver democracy — has already received 


considerable academic attention and media coverage.? Although 
international policymakers continue to demonstrate a remarkable faith in the 
transformative power of elections, even those held in the most difficult of 
contexts, such as in Afghanistan and Iraq, recent experience has shown the 
enduring capacity of leaders to subvert multipartyism.!° What is less well 
known is that in many countries elections do not simply fail to topple 
dictators and despots; they sometimes actively help them shore up their grip 
on power. This is because reintroducing elections typically enables 
embattled governments to secure access to valuable economic resources like 
foreign aid, while reinvigorating the ruling party and — in many cases — 
dividing the opposition. Consequently, a number of authoritarian regimes 
that appeared to be in their death throes have, with the help of the ballot box, 
proved able not only to win consecutive elections, but also to re-establish 
their political dominance. 


To put it another way, if authoritarian leaders can hold elections without 
losing, they can have their cake and eat it — boosting their resources and 
legitimacy while retaining their grip on power. This is not to say that 
autocrats welcome elections: most fight the reintroduction of multiparty 
politics tooth and nail, in part because they do not see dissent and opposition 
as legitimate political activities. But once competitive elections have been 
reinstated, these regimes often prove to be remarkably adept at manipulating 
them for their own purposes. As a result, authoritarian systems that hold 
elections but do not allow opposition parties to meaningfully contest them 
prove to be more durable than those that do not.!! 


This book is about why this is possible and how it happens. While a 
small number of authoritarian governments win elections through legitimate 
means, the majority adopt a range of strategies to ensure that they cannot 
lose. Thus, in many countries around the world the art of retaining power 
has become the art of electoral manipulation. 


This is not to say that all elections are rigged, or that authoritarian 
leaders rely on rigging alone to win. In reality, savvy autocrats understand 
that it is far easier to fix the election result if they enjoy significant public 
support, and that small amounts of rigging are far easier to hide. Election 
rigging is therefore only one of the tools used by effective dictators. 
However, this caveat notwithstanding, it remains an essential weapon in the 
despot’s arsenal. 


For many years, both of us have travelled extensively to understand the 
paradox of more and more elections of worse and worse quality. We have 
closely monitored elections in a number of different contexts, and draw 
heavily on many months of field research in eleven countries across sub- 
Saharan Africa, the Middle East and Southeast Asia. Between us, we have 


interviewed more than 500 elite figures in these states, ranging from prime 
ministers and presidents who have rigged elections to lower-level election 
officials; from ambassadors to local aid workers; from opposition candidates 
to rebels and coup plotters disillusioned with democracy. 


In this book, we combine these on-the-ground interviews from hundreds 
of thousands of miles of travel with a global data set of all elections held 
between 1960 and the present day (see appendix 1 for more details), along 
with the latest analysis in political science research to construct a rounded 
picture of the strategies used to rig elections — and the failing attempts to 
stop them. In contrast to important recent publications that have focused on 
quantitative data analysis,!2 we place greater emphasis on revealing the 
lessons that can be learnt from those cases of electoral manipulation that we 
have observed at first hand; thus, we draw most on the countries we know 
best, including Belarus, Kenya, Madagascar, Nigeria, Thailand, Tunisia, 
Uganda, the United States and Zimbabwe. 


What counts as rigging? 


Because ‘rigging’ is such a contentious term, it’s essential to separate out 
election strategies that are simply part and parcel of democratic politics. In 
this book, we intentionally distinguish election rigging from the use of 
election promises to generate support. While campaign promises can confer 
an advantage on the incumbent, who typically has far greater access to 
resources than opposition parties, they are also a common and legitimate 
feature of democratic politics. We also distinguish rigging from other 
standard advantages of incumbency, such as the ability of the ruling party to 
time government programmes so that they launch during election 
campaigns, and the fact that presidents and prime ministers tend to receive 
more media coverage than opposition leaders in between elections. The 
bottom line is this: rigging represents an illegitimate and undemocratic 
means of tilting the playing field clearly in the favour of one party or 
candidate at the expense of others. 


Election rigging can be broken down into six subcategories of 
manipulation. The first is gerrymandering (chapter 1), in which leaders 
distort the size of district boundaries so that their parties have a head start in 
legislative elections.!? By these means, opposition parties can end up with 
fewer seats even if they receive more votes. The second is vote buying 
(chapter 2), which involves the direct purchase of citizens’ support through 
cash gifts or, as it is often referred to in Africa, ‘something small’. This can 
be an effective way to secure votes that could not be earned, but it is an 
expensive strategy and — when the ballot is secret — one that is difficult to 
enforce. Voters may be able to take bribes from one candidate and then vote 
for another without consequence. 


Autocrats may also employ a third type of rigging, engaging in 
repression to prevent other candidates from campaigning (chapter 3), deny 
them access to the media, and intimidate rival supporters in order to stop 
them going to the polls. If these strategies don’t work, counterfeit democrats 
have two main options left open to them: digitally hacking the election 
(chapter 4) in order to change the debate and, in some cases, to rewrite the 
result; and stuffing the ballot box (chapter 5) — adding fake votes or 
facilitating multiple voting in order to improve a given candidate’s 
performance. To get away with such tactics, they may also need to play the 
international community (chapter 6), duping donors into legitimizing poor- 
quality polls. Because the latter three options can easily backfire, the most 
effective autocrats don’t leave election rigging to the last minute. 


These strategies generate different costs and benefits, and so their use 
varies depending on how vulnerable a position an authoritarian leader finds 
themselves in. Most obviously, ballot-box stuffing and repression are the 
most eye-catching forms of election rigging. That makes them risky; they 
are also easier for election monitors, foreign governments and citizens to 
spot.!4 As a result, sophisticated authoritarian regimes begin manipulating 
the polls well before voting begins. If these efforts work well, vote 
tampering and political violence never become necessary because the result 
has already been determined. 


Although a great deal has been written about problematic elections 
around the world, not many authors have considered the full range of 
options available to leaders, and how different combinations of strategies 
create new possibilities. To put it another way, existing analysis has often 
focused on only one of the various tools at the incumbent’s disposal, rather 
than considering the full extent of their toolbox, and the ways in which tools 
can be substituted for each other when one becomes unavailable, or too 
costly.!5 By looking at the entire toolbox, we highlight the ability of 
incumbents to draw on a range of different strategies to tum the 
reintroduction of multiparty elections to their own advantage, using the 
image of democracy to entrench authoritarian rule. 


But in order to understand why this process is happening at all, we must 
first explain the increasing prevalence of multiparty polls, the reasons why 
despots are so keen to retain power, and the full scope of the options at their 
disposal. 


The rise of multiparty elections 


Many people assume that the task of sustaining authoritarian rule has 
become harder over the last thirty years.!° It is easy to see why. In the 1970s 
and 1980s, global superpowers such as the United States placed less 


emphasis on promoting democracy abroad and more on maintaining allies in 
power, whatever their reputation. Under the intense pressure of the Cold 
War, and fearful of losing ground to the Soviet Union, even states that were 
democratic at home were willing to sacrifice democracy abroad on the altar 
of security or ‘containment’. As a result, a number of Western governments 
became involved in propping up authoritarian regimes in Africa, Asia and 
Latin America, facilitating the flow of funds and weapons to leaders who 
were — in some cases at the very least — morally and economically bankrupt. 
At the same time, the Soviet Union sustained a series of ‘puppet states’ and 
allied authoritarian regimes throughout Eastern Europe, which often took the 
form of highly coercive one-party systems in which opposition was fiercely 
repressed and political space tightly controlled. 


The first of these states to make major democratic breakthroughs were 
the Latin American nations that began to democratize in the late 1970s and 
throughout the 1980s — spurred on by similar processes occurring in the 
region’s main former colonizers, Spain and Portugal. By the 1990s, what the 
political scientist Samuel P. Huntington called ‘democracy’s third wave’ 
began to lap against the shores of Eastern Europe and sub-Saharan Africa as 
the Cold War began to thaw.!7 On the one hand, the internal collapse of the 
Soviet Union led to a brief moment of American hegemony in which it 
appeared that democracy and market capitalism had triumphed over one- 
party states and economic socialism. On the other hand, the rise of ‘post- 
materialist’ values in the West,!® whereby citizens began to place greater 
importance on issues that did not personally impact on them (such as the 
protection of the environment and human rights) made voters more sensitive 
to the foreign-policy decisions of their governments. At the same time, the 
World Bank and the International Monetary Fund — the major international 
financial institutions to which many authoritarian governments were and are 
indebted — began to use their leverage to promote the ‘good governance’ 
reforms that they believed were necessary to turn economies around and 
ensure that their loans would one day be repaid. 


Taken together, these shifts changed the international political 
landscape, if only for a brief moment. Now lacking in international support, 
authoritarian regimes in both Africa and Eastern Europe became far more 
vulnerable to popular criticism, which had always been present but had 
previously struggled to gain traction. As domestic pressure to open up 
political systems began to mount, popular discontent spilled over into the 
formation of new civil society groups and mass protests in favour of 
political reform. Lacking the coercive capacity to repress these movements, 
and the economic capacity to co-opt them, many of the world’s authoritarian 
governments were forced to accept a degree of democratization in the shape 
of its most common modern incarnation: multiparty elections. Indeed, over 


time, even the strongest strongmen — like Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali in Tunisia 
— began to introduce ostensibly democratic contests. 


As a result, more national multiparty elections are being held than ever 
before.!? From an average of thirty a year in the early 1950s, there has been 
a constant upward trend, which accelerated in the early 1990s with the 
political liberalization of sub-Saharan Africa. Today, around seventy 
national elections are organized every year, more than double the number 
just thirty years ago (appendix 3).?° It is important to note that this increase 
is not simply driven by one region or type of state. Rather, there has been an 
increase in the number of national polls held pretty much across the board: 
Latin America is the only region in which the number of elections held in 
2012 was lower than in 1946. 


The rise of multiparty elections has significantly changed the nature of 
the challenge that authoritarian leaders face. Thirty years ago, the main aim 
of the average dictator was to avoid holding elections; today it is to avoid 
losing them. Given this, the notion that it is tougher to be an authoritarian 
leader now than ever before rests on an assumption that often goes 
unspoken: that winning elections is harder than banning them. 


There are some good reasons to think that it should be difficult for 
authoritarian incumbents to retain power at the polls. After all, despots are 
not usually beloved unifiers. During their time in office, authoritarian 
leaders typically alienate significant sections of society through their 
policies. A quick look at the pro-reform movements that brought down 
African one-party states in the early 1990s demonstrates this point well: they 
were almost all made up of people who had been beaten, frustrated or 
excluded by the government over the previous thirty years.2! The same is 
true on many other continents, where opposition to despotism rests not on a 
shared ideology or platform but on a common rejection of the leader and the 
things they have done during their time in office. 


At the same time, the breakdown of the old system of authoritarian rule, 
whether military, one-party or personal dictatorship, also implies a degree of 
weakness on the part of the establishment. Thus, when multiparty elections 
are reinstated, pro-reform and opposition groups usually appear to be in the 
ascendancy. Consequently, the early media coverage of founding elections 
often conveyed the sense that the incumbents were destined to lose, unable 
to make themselves relevant in the new democratic landscape. However, 
while alluring, the assumption that it has become harder to sustain 
authoritarian rule turns out, for the most part, to be false. Instead, 
authoritarian governments have proved to be highly adept at findings ways 
to ‘win’ elections even when they enjoy limited support among the 
population. 


In many cases, elections were introduced in the absence of other political 
reforms, leaving autocrats in control of their political systems. In turn, the 
legitimate and illegitimate advantages of incumbency to which this gave rise 
made it extremely difficult for opposition parties to compete. Indeed, in 
those countries that we term counterfeit democracies, elections very rarely 
generate a transfer of power.22 Instead, incumbent presidents win the vast 
majority of the polls that they contest.23 As a result, we have entered an era 
in which only a small proportion of elections deliver political change.2* 


Another way of putting this argument is that many of the countries 
discussed in this book did not experience a moment of high-quality 
democracy and then gradually fall back into authoritarianism; rather, in most 
cases they simply shifted from one form of authoritarianism to another. 
Thus, for some of the states we cover here, it is more appropriate to talk 
about how we can strengthen or build democracy, rather than rescue or 
defend it. 


This is an important point, because it helps to explain why democratic 
consolidation has stalled in so many parts of the world. Most countries are 
neither full dictatorships nor consolidated democracies; they fall somewhere 
in the middle. However, the electoral advantages enjoyed by the ruling party 
are only half the story. It is not just that the introduction of multiparty 
elections has often failed to unseat established dictators — the bigger 
problem is that it has actually enabled them to consolidate their hold on 
power. By conferring a degree of legitimacy on the political system, 
allowing incumbents to open up access to international financial assistance, 
and removing one of the main demands of opposition parties and civil 
society groups, the introduction of multiparty elections can actually extend 
the life of authoritarian regimes. This is why we find that dictatorships that 
hold tightly controlled elections prove to be more stable than those that do 
not.25 


In other words, so long as autocrats can tightly control the political 
process, their regimes have a better chance of survival if they hold elections 
and rig them than if they avoid holding elections altogether. That is the 
unsettling reality at the heart of this book. 


Defining democracy 


The discussion of different types of political system means that it is time to 
say something about how we define the key terms that we use in our 
analysis. Typologies are often dull — the kind of thing that makes people 
stop reading books written by academics. But it is important to quickly 
clarify what we mean by these labels, in part because the type of regime has 
significant implications for the way in which elections play out. 


We recognize four basic types of political system, existing along a 
spectrum of democracy. The first are pure authoritarian regimes in which 
no elections are held at all, as in China, Eritrea and Saudi Arabia. The 
second are dominant authoritarian states in which elections are held in a 
context of extremely constrained political rights and civil liberties such that 
the opposition is barely able to compete, for example Russia, Rwanda and 
Uzbekistan. The third category on our scale features competitive 
authoritarian states, in which elections are hotly contested but the 
opposition nonetheless competes with one hand tied behind its back.?° This 
is the kind of political system that holds in countries like Kenya and 
Ukraine. Finally, there are electorally democratic states, in which polls tend 
to be reasonably free and fair, although there may be some discrepancies, as 
in the United States and United Kingdom.?’ A full list of the countries we 
discuss and their level of democracy is provided in appendix 15. 


The cases that mainly interest us fall into the second (dominant 
authoritarian) and third (competitive authoritarian) categories — where 
elections are held but they are neither free nor fair. For ease of reference and 
to avoid using clunky terms throughout the book, we refer to these countries 
collectively as counterfeit democracies. We have chosen this term because it 
highlights the core feature of these states, namely that they masquerade as 
democratic political systems though in reality are anything but. However, it 
is important to keep in mind that the prospects for opposition victories and 
long-term democratic consolidation vary considerably within this category. 


For countries in both the second and third categories, ‘regime continuity’ 
— whether the same regime survives from one year to the next — is extremely 
high, at over 80 per cent.?® Yet the evidence suggests that, as one might 
expect, the most stable systems are dominant authoritarian states that use 
high levels of repression to engineer landslide victories. Precisely because 
they are more open and tend to witness closer election results, competitive 
authoritarian states are considerably more likely to experience a transfer of 
power and a transition to more democratic political systems.2? This is a 
theme to which we will continue to return throughout this book, most 
notably in the conclusion when we ask how, and where, democracy can be 
strengthened. 


But before we discuss that, it is important to consider how these various 
regimes types come to be. Why do old authoritarians find it hard to give up 
power? What prevents the emergence of democracy? And which factors 
determine how repressive a government is, and whether it becomes more 
dominant or more competitive over time? 


Should I stay or should I go? 


When faced with pressure to democratize, authoritarian leaders must decide 
whether to use an olive branch or an iron fist. They can respond to such 
pressure either by conceding ground and appeasing their opponents, or by 
cracking down on opposition and sustaining the existing political system 
through force. The outcome of this choice is shaped by whether a given 
leader thinks that their interests will be best served by embracing reform or 
repression.*° This will depend on a basic calculation: how much does each 
option cost, and what are its chances of success??! However, it is important 
to understand that costs are not objective but rather subjective. In other 
words, it is not simply a case of working out which strategy will cost more 
financially. How individual leaders feel about committing human rights 
violations and the ways in which they want to be remembered are also 
important. Despots are not always rational in the eyes of others. 


Furthermore, the costs of repression can be significant, and include not 
only purchasing weapons, funding the security forces and co-opting the 
opposition but also the cost to a leader’s reputation and international 
standing that they are likely to incur by using force against their own 
citizens. This, for example, partly explains why Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak 
allowed the Tahrir Square protests to continue largely unabated during the 
Arab Spring rather than simply attempting to crush them. There were serious 
costs in using state violence, especially given the reluctance of the military 
to intervene against the demonstrators, and they kept his iron fist 
(somewhat) in check. Thus, as the economist Paul Collier has argued, in 
most cases the ability of leaders to deploy political violence depends on 
whether other countries are prepared to fund them, sell them arms, and look 
the other way.22 


However, the costs of reform can also be high: genuine political 
liberalization increases the likelihood that the opposition will be able to 
defeat the incumbent in an election. Whether or not a leader finds this 
acceptable depends on their own personality, the benefits they gain from 
holding office and what they stand to lose by standing down. In other words, 
the decision to rig or not to rig is best understood as a cost-benefit 
calculation rather than simply the inevitable by-product of thuggish 
leadership. 


Popular and media discussions typically focus on the more venal and 
corrupt aspects of this equation, making it tempting to think that leaders 
simply refuse to leave office because they are addicted to power and the 
personal benefits that they derive from it. After all, one feature of many 
authoritarian regimes is an attempt to build a cult of personality around the 
leader. The notorious Ugandan dictator Idi Amin was not content with being 
known just as ‘President Amin’. Instead, he changed his title to ‘His 


Excellency, President for Life, Field Marshal Al Hadji Doctor Idi Amin 
Dada, VC, DSO, MC, Lord of All the Beasts of the Earth and Fishes of the 
Seas and the Conqueror of the British Empire in Africa in General and 
Uganda in Particular’ — not to mention, of course, the Last King of Scotland. 
In Togo, Gnassingbé Eyadéma went one step further, employing a troupe of 
dancing girls to follow him and sing his praises, and publishing a cartoon 
that depicted his numerous ‘superpowers’ .?3 


Similarly, if you go to the cinema in Bangkok, the preview trailers are 
preceded by a slick multimillion-dollar short film praising the glory of the 
Thai monarchy and its military ruler. Not to be outdone, Turkmenistan’s 
former dictator, Saparmurat Niyazov, changed the word for bread in the 
local language to gurbansoltan (his mother’s name), banned smoking 
nationwide so that he could kick his own habit, and unveiled in the opulent 
white marble capital city of Ashgabat a $12-million golden statue of himself 
that rotates so as always to face the sun.*4 


In short, there can be no doubt that many of the world’s authoritarian 
leaders exaggerate their own importance and benefit handsomely from their 
control of the state. As Michela Wrong argues in relation to Kenya, when 
the system itself is corrupt, it is those at the top who tend to benefit the 
most.°> Perhaps most notoriously, a succession of Nigerian presidents are 
estimated to have stolen at least $20 billion from public coffers over the past 
thirty years — more than the total OECD aid to Africa over the same 
period.*® Tellingly, the personal value of staying in power is far higher for 
leaders in authoritarian systems than in democracies, and so the potential 
costs of reform, and of defeat, are greater. According to the Corruption 
Perceptions Index, counterfeit democracies in which elections occur in the 
absence of the trappings of democracy feature high levels of corruption. On 
a scale of 0 to 100, in which lower scores denote more corrupt states, the 
average counterfeit democracy scores just 29, suggesting that there are 
significant opportunities for personal enrichment for those who sit at the 
apex of the political system. In other words, the opportunities for corruption 
are often greatest where democracy is weakest. 


That said, it is important to note that this pattern does not hold for all 
authoritarian regimes. We both interviewed the former president of Zambia, 
Kenneth Kaunda, who ruled over a one-party state between 1972 and 1991, 
and were struck by his relatively modest demeanour and lodgings. Kaunda 
can be accused of mismanagement and repression, and of course enjoyed a 
privileged life as head of state, but there is scant evidence that he amassed a 
personal fortune on the back of his time in office. Other examples of less 
personally corrupt authoritarian leaders can also be found, such as 
Singapore’s first prime minister, Lee Kuan Yew (popularly known by his 


initials LKY).*” However, in the universe of authoritarian rulers there are far 
fewer Kaundas and LKYs than there are Amins and Niyazovs. 


Moreover, leaders also have a number of other important motivations for 
remaining in office. Two of the most significant are the need to protect their 
political legacy and self-preservation. The first of these may sound self- 
serving — and often is — but it is also true that many presidents and prime 
ministers are committed to managing a process of national transformation of 
one form or another. Their visions are frequently deeply problematic and 
lead to considerable hardship for their people,** but it is important to keep in 
mind that many authoritarian rulers took power during, and have spent most 
of their time in office responding to, a period of political crisis. 


In some cases, leaders headed rebel movements that overthrew the 
previous government during a liberation struggle or civil war, as in Uganda, 
Rwanda and Zimbabwe. In others, they took power through coups that 
toppled the previous leader during a period of economic or political 
instability, as in Thailand’s 2014 military takeover or in Tunisia from 1987 
until the Arab Spring. In yet other cases, leaders came to office in legitimate 
post-conflict elections, and only began to roll back democratic rights and 
freedoms after losing popularity. This has been the trend in countries like 
Angola and Burundi and, more recently, much of North Africa. Finally, in a 
small but significant number of states such as Belarus, the people entrusted 
government to a seemingly visionary leader during the post-Soviet power 
vacuum, only to find that he quickly transformed into a self-interested 
despot willing to employ the same methods as the Soviet regime from which 
he was charged with breaking free.*° 


What unites these cases is that presidents and prime ministers took 
power rather than inheriting it, often against a backdrop of widespread 
instability. Only in a relatively small number of cases has an authoritarian 
regime been in power for so long that we are now on the third or fourth 
generation of leaders, who no longer remember their regime not being in 
power and so do not fear the potential for political unrest.4° As a result, 
many of the autocratic governments operating today understand one of their 
main roles to be maintaining political stability, and have embarked on state- 
building programmes in pursuit of this goal. Of course, many dictators have 
been predominantly destructive and do not fit this bill, and in a number of 
cases the pursuit of order has served to legitimize the repression of minority 
groups and dissenting voices. But for leaders such as Rwanda’s Paul 
Kagame and Uganda’s Yoweri Museveni, whose countries suffered brutal 
civil conflict in living memory, unity and stability are genuine concerns,*! 
even if this does not justify the strategies that they use to stay in power. 


This is an important point, because the desire for stability is not just a 
feature of old authoritarians; surveys tell us that this is also a key priority for 
citizens in many new democracies.*? Thus, when leaders justify staying in 
office on the basis that they need to fulfil their mission and maintain order, it 
often strikes a chord with their people. This can lead to some fascinating 
paradoxes. For example, in Africa, a strong majority (67 per cent) of 
respondents to the Afrobarometer survey of political attitudes report 
supporting democracy and multiparty elections.*3 However, they also report 
having more trust in the president (62.3 per cent) than in any other political 
institution, and are typically particularly sceptical about the role played by 
opposition parties (only trusted by 38 per cent in southern Africa in 2015, 
for example).*4 In large part, this is because opposition parties are seen as 
being divisive and contributing to election-related unrest. 


A further reason for leaders to seek to remain in power in countries that 
feature chronic political instability is self-preservation. Leaving office is a 
dangerous game in many parts of the world. Over the past sixty years, a 
significant proportion of leaders have suffered jail, exile or death upon 
standing down. Indeed, in the 1960s and 1970s this was the most common 
outcome for departing leaders in Africa and for more than 30 per cent of 
leaders in Latin America. In Africa, the risks of leaving office have declined 
significantly since the 1970s, but remain high despite two decades of 
multiparty politics.45 The often deadly aftermath of losing power 
demonstrates just how great the cost of reform can be. 


Against this backdrop, three factors make leaving office particularly 
problematic for authoritarian rulers. First, the use of physical force against 
opponents of the regime renders the rulers especially likely to suffer 
reprisals from rival leaders if they lose office. Second, assets built up under 
authoritarian rule are often illegitimate or at the very least of highly 
questionable origin, and so are prone to being appropriated by future 
governments. Third, the kinds of abuses committed by authoritarian leaders 
make them vulnerable to prosecution for past crimes, either in domestic 
courts or in arenas such as the International Criminal Court. Sudan’s 
President Omar al-Bashir, for example, knows that he risks being prosecuted 
by the ICC for crimes against humanity if he leaves power. Partly as a result, 
he is determined to remain in office.*© These three factors help explain why 
authoritarian leaders rarely leave power willingly and often rig elections to 
stay in office. 


Significantly, the risks of losing power vary considerably across regions. 
The potential costs of leaving office are much higher where the level of trust 
between different elites and communities is low, and institutional checks 
and balances are limited: incumbents have few reasons to believe that the 


political system will protect their interests should a rival come to power. 
Consider the case of sub-Saharan Africa, which features a number of 
countries that have suffered high levels of political conflict, violent 
authoritarian rule, and particularly weak political institutions. As a result of 
these underlying conditions, incoming leaders often have both the 
motivation and the opportunity to either prosecute or persecute their 
predecessors. This explains why African leaders have been more than twice 
as likely to be killed, exiled or jailed after leaving office than those in any 
other part of the world from the 1960s onwards.*7 Understood in this way, 
we can see that the efforts of some African politicians to become ‘presidents 
for life’ is not simply motivated by unrestrained megalomania; rather, it is a 
rational response to the political landscape. Their counterparts in other 
regions might well do the same if they faced similar risks. 


Leaders’ perceptions of risk also vary across countries within a given 
region, depending on their personalities as well as what happened to their 
predecessors. Consider the case of Haiti, where bloody deaths for former 
leaders are not aberrations but the norm. Between 1908 and 1915, Haiti’s 
departing leaders were, in order, ‘exiled, exiled, bombed and blown up, 
imprisoned, exiled, executed, exiled, and, particularly gruesome, “dragged 
from the French legation by an angry mob and impaled on the iron fence 
surrounding the legation and torn to pieces”’.*8 In such a context, those in 
power are less likely to be willing to contemplate defeat, whatever the cost 
of staying in office. Rigging becomes rational and understandable when the 
alternative could involve being impaled on a fence. 


Unsurprisingly, leaders who have more to fear from leaving office are 
less likely to look favourably on the prospect of reform. This is one reason 
why those who occupy the executive for a long time become particularly 
likely to rig elections. Incumbents who have been in office for many years 
have had more time to engage in corruption and commit human rights 
abuses. They are also more likely to have faced popular movements 
demanding change. As a result, they tend to have a greater need and a 
greater desire to rig elections. It is therefore unsurprising that we find that 
rather than mellowing in their old age, the longer authoritarian leaders hold 
office, the more likely they are to manipulate the polls. 


Of course, leaders who hold more-open elections are also more likely to 
lose power, and so this trend also reflects the fact that as time goes on the 
concentration of hard authoritarian states increases. But this caveat aside, the 
significance of time is nonetheless striking. Forty-five per cent of elections 
are rigged when authoritarian leaders have been in power for the equivalent 
of one term in office (roughly five years); for leaders who have served seven 


terms (thirty-five years), this figure rises to 65 per cent — a jump of some 20 
per cent (see appendix 8). 


However, even if leaders want to stay in power come what may, they 
can only do so if the costs of repression — such as paying the wages of the 
security forces — can be met. Governments generally find it easier to meet 
these costs if they enjoy a steady stream of revenue from natural-resource 
wealth, which insulates them from domestic and international pressure to 
democratize. This is one reason why there is such a high correlation between 
oil reserves and the quality of democracy. With the obvious exception of 
Norway and the United States of America, most of the world’s oil-producing 
states are authoritarian. 


To get a more precise sense of the impact that oil has on democracy, it is 
useful to compare how oil-rich and non-oil-rich states rate in terms of their 
political environment. To do this we divide countries into those that do and 
do not have significant oil reserves, and those that are more and less 
democratic. On a 20-point scale in which —10 is a pure dictatorship and +10 
is a pure democracy, the average country with no or very low oil revenues 
scores +4.2, while the average country that secures at least 3 per cent of its 
GDP from oil scores —2.4.49 


We find a similar story if we turn our attention to the specific issue of 
the conduct of elections. On a scale of 0 to 100, in which 100 represents the 
highest quality and 0 the worst, the average oil-producing state scores just 
24, almost half the score of the average non-oil-producing state. Indeed, 
beyond summary statistics there are numerous examples of leaders who 
have been able to use oil — and other valuable natural resources — to insulate 
themselves from domestic and international pressure to reform.°? The 
implication is clear: from Angola to Saudi Arabia, oil and democracy mix 
about as well as oil and water. 


Other factors can also help leaders meet the costs of repression. The 
governments of countries that have geostrategic importance, such as being 
located in an area of particular strategic significance to the foreign-policy 
goals of external powers, have naturally been able to translate this into 
greater traction with the international community. Regimes as diverse as 
those in Uzbekistan, Pakistan and Thailand used security co-operation with 
the United States’ ‘war on terror’ after the attacks of 11 September to blunt 
criticism of their undemocratic practices. At times, the hypocrisy was 
staggering; as Western powers cosied up to Uzbekistan over closer security 
co-operation, human rights watchdogs documented simultaneous abuses that 
in one case involved boiling political opponents of the regime alive.>! 


Similarly, American allies in Eastern Africa have been able to leverage 
their support for anti-terror activities in their own states and in the Horn of 
Africa to mute Western criticism of authoritarian backsliding.°? In turn, this 
has enabled them to access international financial assistance and hence to 
meet the costs of repression. Finally, it is worth noting that leaders who 
enjoy unquestioned authority over more effective security forces are clearly 
better placed to contain dissent in the long run. 


In contrast, periods of economic decline can fatally undermine the 
capacity of authoritarian regimes to fund their core activities.5? This is 
particularly true in countries that are not geostrategically important and 
which are forced to rely on aid from Western actors that are (at times) keen 
to support good governance — such as the United States and the World Bank. 
Under these circumstances, the need to secure international financial 
assistance may constrain the authoritarian strategies available to despots. 
This is not to say that aid money itself cannot be diverted and manipulated, 
but simply to note that the imperative of sustaining the flow of funds can 
force recipient governments into reforms, such as the introduction of a new 
constitution, that subsequently constrain the options available to them. 


Considering the collective impact of these various structural and 
individual factors suggests that leaders are most likely to try and stay in 
power: when they believe that their presence is essential to maintain 
political stability; in cases when they are less committed to plural politics; 
when they have engaged in high-level corruption and/or committed human 
rights abuses; when they lack trust in rival leaders and political institutions; 
when they have been in power for a longer period of time; and when they 
control geostrategically important states with natural resources, effective 
security forces, weak institutions and high levels of distrust. 


In addition, it is important to keep in mind that while some of the costs 
of repression and reform are likely to remain the same over time, others can 
be shaped by the strategies of a range of domestic and international players 
and may rise and fall relatively quickly. For example, a more united 
opposition coalition may escalate the repression and manipulation that a 
leader needs to employ in order to retain power, significantly increasing the 
cost of these strategies. Similarly, more effective international election 
monitoring and clearer signals about the negative consequences that may 
follow from holding flawed elections are likely to increase the cost of 
authoritarian strategies in the eyes of incumbents, and hence make reform 
seem like a more attractive option. 


In this way, the strategies of key domestic and international actors can 
shape the cost-benefit calculus facing presidents and prime ministers. It is 
therefore possible to design more effective political strategies and 


international interventions that can enhance the prospects for better-quality 
elections. However, as we shall see in the chapters that follow, this is not an 
easy task. Not only do authoritarian leaders have a number of strategies at 
their disposal to divide the opposition, they are also adept at manipulating 
foreign partners — even when natural resources and geostrategic influence 
are not at stake. 


The authoritarian toolbox 


In this book, we demonstrate how governments that are determined to 
pursue repression, rather than to reform, rig elections — and how some 
dictators are not only getting away with it, but are actually becoming 
stronger as a result. The great irony here is that in many countries the spread 
of elections has entrenched despotic incumbents rather than dislodging 
them. As we have already noted, and will explore in greater depth in the 
conclusion to this volume, this is because holding elections helps to 
legitimize governments, opens up access to international financial 
assistance, and facilitates the use of divide-and-rule politics. 


Unless you are a seasoned election observer, some of the stories of 
electoral manipulation that appear in the next six chapters are likely to make 
you sigh and shake your head. The tactics are as innovative as they are 
infuriating. Elections have been rigged by not allowing the opposition 
leader’s aeroplane to land (Madagascar); by announcing a final tally that 
includes seventeen times as many ballots as the number of registered voters 
(Liberia); by assassinating the most prominent challenger (Pakistan); by 
telling subordinates precisely what percentage of votes the dictator expects 
to win (Belarus); and by an election official being forced to sign off on an 
official result while a pistol was held to his head (Equatorial Guinea). 


But as the analysis to come will demonstrate, subtle forms of election 
rigging are often most effective. It is therefore important to recognize that 
patterns of election rigging vary considerably across both time and space. 
For example, the percentage of elections that featured state targeting of the 
opposition with violence, intimidation or harassment is worrying, but has 
fallen from 30 per cent between 1992 and 1996 to 23 per cent between 2012 
and 2016. At the same time, levels of vote buying have remained both stable 
and extremely high, barely shifting from 40.3 per cent between 1991 and 
1995 to 39.9 per cent between 2011 and 2015 (see appendix 14). In part, the 
explanation for these trends is that, for leaders, overt violence is a 
particularly high-cost strategy in terms of their domestic and international 
reputation and the credibility of the elections, whereas vote buying is often 
so commonplace that it rarely draws condemnation in the media and election 
observation reports. As a result, authoritarian governments have a strong 


incentive where possible to swap violent forms of rigging for other, less 
blatant strategies. 


Slicing our data in a different way reveals similar nuances when it comes 
to geographical variations. While vote buying remains frequent in most parts 
of the world, this varies considerably between sub-Saharan Africa, where 
over two-thirds of elections held between 2012 and 2016 featured 
substantial electoral bribery, and other regions in which the figure is 
considerably lower, such as the Middle East (29 per cent) and Latin America 
(36 per cent — see appendix 14). These differences relate in part to levels of 
socioeconomic development and the amount of money that voters expect to 
receive in return for their allegiance: the average cost of a bribe is cheaper in 
most African states ($1-5) than it is in Latin America ($5-15), and so 
African candidates find it is less financially draining to use this strategy.>* 
However, these patterns are also rooted in the historical evolution of 
political processes; if local norms legitimize the giving of ‘something small’ 
— such that it is not necessarily seen to be a ‘bribe’ at all — then candidates 
have more to gain and less to fear from doing so. 


As we discuss the different strategies available to counterfeit democrats 
in the remainder of this book, we explain their costs and benefits, and when 
they are most likely to be used. In other words, our aim here is not to argue 
that there is a single blueprint used by all authoritarian governments all of 
the time, but rather that leaders have a toolbox of options that they can select 
from in order to get the job done. 


We demonstrate this by using the next six chapters to look at the main 
strategies that authoritarian leaders can use to turn elections to their own 
advantage, addressing the tactics in the order in which they are typically 
deployed in the real world. That is, we start with those that are implemented 
well in advance of election day, and finish with the last-resort tactics used to 
steal an election after the votes have been cast. 


Our exploration of these tactics includes old strategies such as 
gerrymandering, which has been around for hundreds of years, and new 
frontiers such as the rise of online dissemination of ‘fake news’ stories to 
destroy a given candidate’s reputation and tip the scales in favour of the 
incumbent. In some cases, we also point out that what is said to be new has a 
long history. For example, it is often said that the distribution of made-up 
information using social media began in earnest with the election of Donald 
Trump in the United States in 2016.°> But this ignores the long history of the 
falsification of documents and news stories both in the West and beyond.*° 


What has often changed is not the methods themselves, but rather the 
ways in which they are deployed or weaponized to win elections. In short, 


the methods used have become more sophisticated and sinister. In the 
Kenyan election of 2007, figures seeking to discredit the main opposition 
candidate, Raila Odinga, went to great lengths to fake an extensive 
‘Memorandum of Understanding’ that he was alleged to have signed with 
Muslim leaders to transform Kenya into a Sharia state. The document 
looked authentic, and came complete with the opposition leader’s signature. 
In reality, it was an elaborate hoax, and Odinga had simply committed to 
investing greater government revenue in the coastal part of the country, 
which has historically been economically and politically marginalized.>’ 


Clearly, old strategies are now being deployed in new ways. But it is 
also true that information warfare is going to be the new frontier of election 
rigging, and business is going to boom for these digital forces in the years 
ahead. From hacking to fake news, there is a rising digital menace to 
democratic integrity: autocrats now have more ways than ever before to 
manipulate public opinion in order to shape how voters cast their ballots. 


Most of our case studies are drawn from the category of counterfeit 
democracies in which it is clear that leaders depend on the use of election 
rigging to retain power. However, we also use historical cases of rigging in 
countries that used to be rife with electoral manipulation but now hold high- 
quality polls, and draw on examples of cutting-edge forms of electoral 
manipulation that have been identified in otherwise consolidated 
democracies. We do this for three reasons. First, a historical perspective is 
often essential to explain how certain kinds of rigging came into being and 
have evolved, and hence to build a full understanding of how they work. 
Second, providing this context also serves as a valuable reminder that there 
is nothing ‘African’, ‘Asian’ or ‘Latin American’ about election rigging — 
these are practices that have compromised democracy in all parts of the 
world at one time or another. 


A third reason not to ignore the historical antecedents of contemporary 
rigging is that some of these issues continue to compromise the quality of 
democracy in Europe and North America today. Most obviously, the 
imposition of stringent requirements on the information that voters need to 
provide to register and cast their ballots in order to actively demobilize rival 
supporters continues to be a significant problem in the United States — and, 
in many ways, has been getting worse in recent years. 


Indeed, while the focus of this book is on how authoritarian leaders 
retain power, it is worth keeping in mind that the current democratic 
recession has hit a wide range of countries — including consolidated 
democracies. Most notably, in 2016 the Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) 
downgraded the United States of America from a ‘full democracy’ to a 
‘flawed democracy’ on the basis of falling trust in key democratic 


institutions and elected officials.°* Significantly — and as the report of the 
EIU was at pains to point out — this fall was not ‘a consequence of Donald 
Trump’, who took office after the end of the year under review;>? even 
before he became president, American democracy was decaying. As a result, 
the lessons contained within the pages of this book are not just relevant for 
the ‘developing world’ or ‘third wave’ countries: pro-democracy 
campaigners in the United States and Europe may also, unfortunately, find 
them useful in the years to come. 


A final advantage of framing our discussion in a more comparative and 
historical manner is that it opens up the possibility of learning about how 
countries that have become considerably more democratic over time have 
been able to bring election rigging under control, and the conditions that 
make it harder to sustain authoritarian rule. 


Strengthening democracy 


The findings of this book highlight the fragile nature of elections — and the 
importance of not conflating regimes that hold sham elections with regimes 
that are genuinely democratic. They also demonstrate the role that the 
international community often plays in legitimizing and _ sustaining 
authoritarian governments, despite the constant rhetoric of support for 
human rights. 


The fragility of elections in so many different parts of the world raises 
one of the most important questions of our time: what can be done to 
strengthen democracy? If we are to prevent elections from being 
manipulated, we will need to develop a more sophisticated understanding of 
the toolbox of strategies available to authoritarian leaders, and to identify 
new tactics that can help to prevent the image of democracy from being used 
to sustain dictatorship. 


Although this book highlights the manipulation of democracy to sustain 
authoritarian rule, our message is not a defeatist one. Not all counterfeit 
democrats are successful. Authoritarian leaders have lost elections in a 
number of countries, in large part either because they failed to follow the six 
strategies identified here, or because they were prevented from doing so. 
Indeed, as we noted earlier, more-competitive authoritarian states have been 
shown to be more likely to experience a transfer of power and a transition to 
more democratic rule. 


Drawing on these case studies, we explain how the quality of elections 
can be enhanced and established autocrats challenged. Some of the lessons 
are familiar. Most obviously, economic decline reduces the capacity of 
regimes to keep their friends close, and so undermines their hold on power. 
A more coherent and focused international community can adopt a firmer 


line on the importance of reform, eroding the capacity of leaders to win 
elections in advance. And the formation of united opposition coalitions — 
pooling resources and supporters — can generate a more resilient political 
machine, undermining the effectiveness of divide-and-rule strategies. 


Less obviously, even heavily manipulated elections can present a 
significant challenge to the ruling party under certain conditions. For 
example, elections are far more likely to act as ‘vehicles for change’ when 
the ruling party must run with a new leader.®° This is because authoritarian 
parties often struggle to manage the process of leadership succession that 
occurs when their leader dies, suffers ill health, is made to step down as a 
result of term limits, or is forced from office as a result of a scandal. As a 
result, ‘open seat’ elections in which there is no incumbent president or 
prime minister represent a window of opportunity for the opposition. 


Finally, outgoing presidents sometimes start to think about their legacy, 
and do not always enjoy good relations with their successors. This means 
that they may be less willing to use the full range of powers at their disposal 
to ensure the victory of their party in the way that they did when they were 
running for office. The combined impact of these three processes means that 
opposition parties are far more likely to win power when the incumbent does 
not stand. One implication of this argument is that the defeat of established 
authoritarians has as much to do with internal mismanagement within the 
ruling party as the strength and unity of the opposition. Elections are 
sometimes won by the opposition, but given the advantages of incumbency, 
they are most often lost. 


Of course, there is no guarantee that a victorious opposition party will 
necessarily be more democratic than the government it replaces. But, in 
some cases, a change of government facilitates a period of political reform, 
with long-term improvements in the quality of both elections and 
democracy. 


This is a fight worth engaging in even if one is ambivalent about the 
value of democracy for its own sake, or the importance of elections. As we 
discuss at greater length in the conclusion, a growing body of research has 
demonstrated that competitive elections may encourage a number of positive 
trends, such as state provision of education and investment in other public 
services, in regions as diverse as Latin America and sub-Saharan Africa.®! 
Encouraging better-quality and more-open elections therefore promises to 
generate important benefits in areas ranging from human rights to 
development. 


But before we embark on that discussion, we need to answer a 
deceptively simple and extremely important question: how do you rig an 


election? 


Chapter 1 


INVISIBLE RIGGING 


How to steal an election without getting caught 


The smartest way to rig an election is to do so before the ballots have even 
been printed. If you have to resort to rigging with henchmen and ballot 
boxes, you’ve already failed. Today, the most effective autocrats steal 
elections well before polling day. 


Russia’s politicians learnt this lesson long ago. In the 1998 St Petersburg 
local assembly elections, incumbent Oleg Sergeyev proved to be quite a 
thorn in the side of Governor Vladimir Yakovlev and challenged his 
political dominance. A populist operating in a semi-authoritarian political 
system, Yakovlev did not take opposition lightly. Knowing that the 
country’s limited civil society and inconsistently implemented rule of law 
would not stand in his way, he allegedly moved to neutralize those who 
sought to oppose him. Thus, when Sergeyev launched his re-election bid, he 
was surprised to learn the names of two of his opponents: Oleg Sergeyev 
and Oleg Sergeyev. The former was a pensioner, the latter an unemployed 
man. Neither had any qualifications for the office they were seeking. But 
they had been handpicked for one key characteristic: their names. When 
voters arrived in the ballot box, they were unsure which Sergeyev was their 
candidate of choice. Many cast ballots for the ‘wrong’ Sergeyev, exactly as 
was intended. ! 


There is a sort of amusingly ingenious quality to this form of rigging, but 
pre-election rigging is rarely funny. As we will see in the chapters to come, 
counterfeit democrats use a wide range of strategies to hold onto power that 
have negative social and political impacts, including vote buying (chapter 2) 
and violence (chapter 3). Indeed, before the recruitment of the two decoy 
Oleg Sergeyevs, the tactics used against their namesake were far more 
sinister. Unnamed men attacked Sergeyev with rubber truncheons and left 
him for dead. He survived, barely, and spent two months in hospital 
recovering from broken ribs and a fractured skull. When the regime failed to 
kill him or scare him into withdrawing, it sought out people who shared his 
name.? 


In the same election, the government also aimed to stop other candidates 
from qualifying for the ballot. Election rules required each candidate to 
provide sufficient signatures to show that he or she had popular support. 
This meant that to prevent a candidate from appearing on the ballot, all you 
needed to do was block them from obtaining enough names. To that end, 
thugs affiliated with the ruling party attacked a woman in a lift as she was 


collecting signatures on behalf of a poet who planned to run for public 
office. Knocked unconscious, when she came to she found that her ribs were 
broken but she still had her purse: all that was missing was the folder of 
signatures she had already collected. 


Such brazen attempts at election rigging continue to be employed in a 
number of countries where leaders face a particularly strong opposition or 
feel empowered to ignore domestic and international criticism, but they 
represent a high-risk and high-cost option because they are visible and 
obvious. Everyone knew that Oleg Sergeyev had been beaten; his wounds 
offered a visible testimony to the lengths that the regime would go to in 
order to win. Everyone voting, seeing the three Oleg Sergeyevs on the ballot 
paper, knew what game the ruling party was trying to play. And 
international election monitors do not have a difficult time condemning 
elections when innocent volunteers are getting beaten up in elevators.* 


But counterfeit democrats have other strategies at their disposal that are 
less visible, and they use these to make sure that the opposition has to 
compete with one hand tied behind its back. To understand which approach 
such leaders choose to follow, it is important to think of the six strategies 
identified in the introduction as an interchangeable set of tools that can be 
deployed in various combinations to get the job done. Those seeking to rig 
elections have a number of different tricks up their sleeves, and tend to 
choose between them by calculating across two different axes. First, how 
likely is it that the rigging will be detected and punished? Second, how 
likely is it that the rigging will ensure victory? 


When it comes to the sweet spot of pre-election rigging tactics, the 
optimal strategies are those that can be done subtly and legally but will 
nonetheless ensure victory. The worst forms of pre-election manipulation 
are easily detected, illegal, and have little impact. The savviest regimes stay 
away from these while continually reinventing new ways to tip the scales in 
their favour without anyone noticing. In other words, effective rigging 
ensures that you win and that you get away with it without losing 
legitimacy. Such tactics include manipulating the electoral register, blocking 
certain candidates from running in elections, and playing with electoral 
boundaries to maximize partisan gains. What all of these tactics have in 
common is that they can be deployed months in advance of an election when 
observers are likely to be thin on the ground, and they can be presented as 
technical or legal decisions as opposed to political skulduggery. When these 
mechanisms are effectively put in place, governments can win elections 
unfairly without attracting any of the negative attention — criticism, 
sanctions, international prosecutions — that inevitably result from the use of 
other, cruder strategies in the dictator’s toolbox. 


It is important to note that, like some of the other forms of malpractice 
described in this book, these forms of rigging have a long history. In many 
cases, the blueprint for how to abuse the advantages of incumbency enjoyed 
by ruling parties was laid down in Western countries that are now 
considered to be consolidated democracies. 


‘Rotten boroughs’ — electoral districts that deliberately included a tiny 
number of voters who were all dependent on a single landlord — were 
common in the United Kingdom in the early 1800s. The most notorious 
example of these was Old Sarum, which had no resident voters at all. 
Instead, the owner of the land used his right to nominate tenants to reside in 
certain properties known as ‘burgage tenements’, which conferred on them 
the right to vote. In 1831, there were only eleven voters in the whole 
constituency. 


The tiny electorate, and the fact that Old Sarum’s voters were dependent 
on their landlord, ensured that the landlord would always be elected to 
parliament. For many years in the 1700s, the borough was owned by the Pitt 
family, and elected William Pitt the Elder, who was prime minister in the 
1760s.> When the Pitt family finally decided to sell the land, it fetched 
£60,000, even though it was worth much less; in effect, this was the price 
not of the territory, but of the parliamentary seat that came with it. 


As set out in the introduction, we discuss these historical cases not 
because these countries are counterfeit democracies today, but to explain 
how certain kinds of rigging came into being and have evolved over time. 
The past has much to tell us about how we can combat electoral 
manipulation in the future. 


How to rig without getting caught 


If you wanted to take a masterclass in subtle and legal pre-election rigging, 
you might want to travel to the United States. Despite being seen as the 
world’s most powerful democracy, America is where many of the rigging 
techniques used today were perfected, and continue to exert a powerful 
legacy. This is particularly true of two of the most tried and tested methods 
for establishing a pre-electoral advantage: gerrymandering and voter 
suppression. 


Elbridge Gerry, after whom gerrymandering is named, was born in 
Massachusetts in 1744, decades before the United States broke away from 
imperial England. By the age of eighteen, he had become a cod trader, 
selling fish in the local market. Ten years later, though, talk of revolution 
prompted him to successfully angle for a spot on the colony’s ‘general 
court’. In 1776, at the height of the Revolutionary War, Gerry participated 


in the Continental Congress in Philadelphia, the founding convention of the 
United States of America. 


Over the next decade he played an important role in the country’s 
political development, and in 1789 his presence in the Constitutional 
Convention was essential to the system of checks and balances that 
Americans still use today. Gerry refused to sign the original Constitution 
draft without a Bill of Rights. He lost that battle in 1789 when the 
Constitution was agreed without one, but he won the war two years later 
when the Bill of Rights was finally adopted. It is partly thanks to Gerry that 
Americans formally enjoy codified liberties like freedom of speech and 
freedom of the press. 


Indeed, the future US president John Adams was so impressed by 
Gerry’s performance in Philadelphia that he wrote: ‘If every man here was a 
Gerry, the liberties of America would be safe against the gates of Earth and 
Hell.’ Perhaps, but later many people did copy Gerry when it came to their 
approach to elections, and the liberties of American voters have been far 
worse for it. Sadly for Gerry, his best-known legacy is not as the founding 
father of the Bill of Rights, but as the founding father of American election 
rigging. In 1810, he was elected governor of Massachusetts. At that point, 
the United States was still a very young and fragile democracy, and like 
many of the other countries that feature in this book, the rule of law was 
weak and vote buying was rife. Gerry’s party, Thomas Jefferson’s 
Democratic-Republicans, faced stiff competition in the 1812 elections from 
Alexander Hamilton’s party, the Federalists. In anticipation of the election, 
the state party in Massachusetts came up with an electoral map that packed 
Federalists into a handful of areas to maximize the gains of the Democratic- 
Republicans in the state senate. 


The district boundaries were so distorted, however, that people noticed. 
The 26 March 1812 edition of the Boston Gazette featured a cartoon of one 
newly created district in the form of a fork-tongued, winged salamander, 
captioned ‘THE GERRY-MANDER: A new species of Monster ...? The 
portmanteau word stuck, and would overshadow all of Gerry’s other 
achievements — which was a bit unfair, as Gerry reportedly did not even 
come up with the district maps, and instead is said to have called them 
‘highly disagreeable’ before grudgingly signing them into law.® 


Nonetheless, the tactic worked beautifully — at least in the short term. 
Across the state, the Federalists received 1,602 more votes than the 
Democratic-Republicans. It was a narrow margin, but clearly a verdict 
against Gerry’s party. Yet because of the distorted district boundaries, the 
Federalists won just eleven of the state’s forty districts. In the longer term, 
however, the strategy caused Gerry considerable problems. Most notably, 


the high-profile attempt to distort the will of voters generated an intense 
backlash. Gerry was defeated in his re-election bid, largely as a result of 
having being tainted by this obvious attempt at manipulation. He bounced 
back, though, and went on to become James Madison’s vice-president 
before dying in office in 1814 at the age of seventy.’ 


Gerrymandering subsequently became a feature of a number of political 
systems around the world, especially those in which lower levels of media 
coverage and public scrutiny have enabled it to pass under the radar. Indeed, 
even in the United States itself, a more sophisticated and subtle form of 
gerrymandering continues to operate, shaping electoral outcomes with 
significant consequences for the quality of American democracy. !° 


The problems caused by distorted electoral boundaries are well 
demonstrated by a paradox that overshadows every congressional election. 
Opinion polls consistently show that Congress is viewed favourably by just 
10 to 20 per cent of the American population. That is about the same 
favourability rating as cockroaches (yes, polls have asked the public about 
their attitudes towards cockroaches).!! But even with that dismal popular 
sentiment, only 8 incumbents out of a body of 435 representatives lost their 
re-election bids in 2016.!2 This is one of the lowest turnover rates in the 
world — much lower than the equivalent figure in legislatures in sub-Saharan 
Africa that are by other measures considered to be significantly less 
democratic. 


This is, of course, partly due to gerrymandered districts drawn by 
partisan legislatures. Allowing those in power to determine the boundaries 
of the seats that they contest is the electoral equivalent of allowing foxes to 
guard henhouses. As a result, many district maps resemble inkblots rather 
than coherent geographical groupings. In Illinois, for example, the 4th 
congressional district is nicknamed ‘the Latin Earmuffs’, because it connects 
two predominantly Latino areas by a thin line that is just one road wide in 
parts.!3 In so doing, it packs Democrats as tightly as possible into a 
contorted district, giving Republicans a chance to win surrounding districts 
even though they are vastly outnumbered. The net result is a weakening of 
the power of the Latino vote and more Republican-electing districts than the 
electoral maths should reasonably allow. 


The overall impact of these historical legacies is controversial. Some 
recent political science literature argues that the partisan composition of the 
United States House of Representatives is not swayed considerably by 
gerrymandering. This is not because it does not distort the will of the 
electorate, but because the distortion in favour of Democrats in some areas 
and Republicans in others balances out across the whole country, such that 
national political outcomes remain broadly fair.!* Moreover, it has been 


suggested that calculating political design might have less of an effect on 
geographical clustering of voters than selection bias — the idea that like- 
minded people tend to live in partisan pockets partly because they do similar 
jobs and enjoy spending time with each other, which explains some of the 
differences between, say, rural New York and New York City.!5 


Economic factors, popular tastes and migration patterns are, of course, 
part of the explanation of contemporary election outcomes in the United 
States. It is also true that some of these abuses cancel themselves out. But to 
leave the story at that would be woefully incomplete and inadequate. Other 
more recent empirical studies, such as a May 2016 analysis from the 
Brennan Center for Justice, find that partisan gerrymandering actually does 
favour one side over the other. More specifically, electoral distortions 
deliver a net benefit of between sixteen and seventeen seats to Republicans 
that they would not otherwise win were districts drawn in a non-partisan 
fashion.!© This is a major effect: the current Republican majority would 
become a Democratic one if just twenty-four seats shifted parties. 


Moreover, these national impacts are generated by just a small number 
of states in which one party wields disproportionate influence. According to 
the Brennan Center’s quantitative analysis, some of the most starkly 
gerrymandered seats come from just three states — North Carolina, Michigan 
and Pennsylvania. The remaining net seat gains for the Republicans come 
from Florida, Ohio, Texas and Virginia. On the Democratic side of the 
ledger, the worst offenders are Massachusetts, Maryland and, to a lesser 
extent, Illinois. However, the net shift from those three states is much 
smaller than the swings produced in the Republican states. In effect, then, 
less than one-quarter of American states are distorting the partisan 
composition of the national legislature. 


These ten states have another feature in common: their redistricting 
process is solely controlled by one party. In other words, elected officials 
from the Democrats or Republicans get a chance to pick their voters. This is 
important because it highlights the fact that whether the net effect of 
gerrymandering in the United States is considerably skewed towards 
Republicans or not, the practice has dire consequences for the character of 
democracy. By drawing district lines in a self-interested manner, voters have 
far less of a say in who represents them and politicians are less accountable 
to the people they are supposed to represent. 


That is bad news for democracy beyond the question of who wins power 
at the national level. For democratic accountability to work, voters must be 
able to ‘kick out the bums’. In turn, this requires that most elections be 
competitive — if they are not, then politicians can carry on regardless, safe in 
the knowledge that they will not lose their seats. But in the 2016 election to 


the US House of Representatives, the average margin of victory was 37.1 
per cent.!7 In other words, the average House election involved one 
candidate getting close to 70 per cent of the vote, with their rival finishing 
with just over 30 per cent. This is a remarkable statistic that seems more in 
keeping with sham elections in North Korea or Russia than those of the 
world’s most powerful democracy. 


The lack of competition in the 2016 election is brought home if we look 
at the number of races that were closely fought. Out of a total of 435 House 
contests, only 17 were decided by margins of 5 per cent or less, and only 18 
others were within a margin of 10 per cent.!8 That means that 400 out of 435 
representatives were elected in something approaching a landslide. Indeed, 
most outcomes were foregone conclusions before ballots were even printed. 
In some cases, there is effectively no contest at all, as in 2016, when there 
was no competitive House of Representatives election in forty-two of the 
fifty American states. This was not purely due to gerrymandering of course 
— America’s urban-rural divide shapes this reality, while several states that 
have only one representative cannot be gerrymandered because the district’s 
lines are just the state boundaries. But these caveats notwithstanding, it is 
startling to note how many American politicians can waltz to victory so long 
as they win the party primary. 


Unsurprisingly, voter-turnout rates are low in US legislative polls; in the 
2014 congressional midterm elections only 36 per cent of those registered 
went to the polls (see appendix 10 for global voter-turnout trends). This 
means that nearly two-thirds of Americans didn’t cast a ballot in 
determining the composition of the United States House of Representatives 
and United States Senate. But to an extent, it’s understandable in the context 
of uncompetitive elections. Why bother to vote if you already know who 
will win? 


If politicians can get away with gerrymandering in a country in which 
politics is as open and well covered as the United States, it is hardly 
surprising that it has become a popular electoral strategy of governments in 
more-authoritarian contexts. One of the most striking examples of this 
comes from Zimbabwe, where Robert Mugabe spent much of his last twenty 
years as president — before being finally toppled by a military coup in 
2017!9 — searching for new ways to defeat the opposition and consolidate 
his political control. 


It did not start this way. In the 1980s, Mugabe was widely viewed as a 
stable and forward-thinking leader dedicated to getting the basics of 
governance right. Having won power as a result of a liberation struggle 
against Ian Smith’s white minority regime, he was seen as both a nationalist 
hero and a leader willing to manage the demands of war veterans for land 


redistribution in a way that did not undermine agricultural productivity or 
economic growth. As a result, Mugabe was awarded a number of honorary 
degrees from respected universities, received an honorary knighthood from 
the British state, and even won an award from the Hunger Project — a New 
York-based philanthropic organization — for making Zimbabwe the 
‘agricultural success story’ of Africa.2° 


However, by the early 2000s, Mugabe’s government was coming under 
increasing pressure from both inside and outside Zimbabwe. Internally, 
older party leaders were accused of being out of touch by younger rivals. 
Externally, worsening economic conditions, criticism from veterans of the 
liberation war that land redistribution was proceeding too slowly, and the 
evolution of the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC) opposition, 
proved to be a potent combination.2! Mugabe’s government responded by 
implementing a number of different strategies including political violence 
(chapter 3), political exclusion and gerrymandering. 


Ahead of the 2008 election, the MDC had built up a head of steam. 
Although it was fast expanding into some peri-urban and rural areas, the 
opposition’s strongest support came from cities where people had greater 
access to information and education, and where the ruling party could not 
rely on traditional leaders to control voters.22 Armed with this knowledge, 
the government attempted to manipulate the legislative elections in its 
favour. In January 2008, a delimitation report on redrawing legislative 
boundaries by the Elections Directorate was presented to parliament. It 
proposed redrawing the electoral map to increase the number of House of 
Assembly seats from 120 to 210. Of these new electoral units, the vast 
majority were located in rural areas. For example, sixty-two of the ninety 
new House of Assembly constituencies were located outside of the main 
towns, and while Bulawayo, the country’s second-largest city, was allocated 
only twelve seats, rural provinces such as Mashonaland East, Mashonaland 
West, Masvingo and Manicaland all gained more than twenty.” 


The impact of these changes was well understood by the opposition. 
According to Ian Makone, who helped to run the MDC’s campaign, ‘our 
elections directorate has established that of the 210 constituencies in the 
House of Assembly, 143 are rural constituencies while just 67 are urban and 
peri-urban constituencies. So technically speaking ZANU-PF already has 
the crucial two-thirds majority in the Lower House before a single vote is 
cast.’24 


In the event, this prediction turned out to be false. The great momentum 
behind the MDC propelled the party to a slim majority in the legislature and 
a lead in the first round of presidential voting. But ZANU-PF ultimately 
prevented the MDC from taking power through a combination of political 


violence and its ability to reassert control over the legislature. In a free and 
fair poll, the MDC leader Morgan Tsvangirai would have won the absolute 
majority of the vote needed for a first-round victory, and his party would 
have secured a dominant position within parliament. In the event, brutal 
repression forced Tsvangirai to pull out of the second round of the 
presidential election, while gerrymandering enabled the government to win 
enough seats to prevent the opposition from using the legislature to create a 
fairer political system. 


This was critical to the gradual reassertion of ZANU-PF hegemony. 
Although domestic and international condemnation of the widespread use of 
political violence ultimately forced the regime to enter into negotiations and 
accept a power-sharing arrangement, in which Tsvangirai was given the post 
of prime minister and the MDC was awarded half of the posts within the 
cabinet, ZANU-—PF was able to use its control of the presidency and its 
disproportionately strong showing within the legislature to block 
investigations into the electoral violence and the reform of the security 
forces. Indeed, although Mugabe has now gone, the party remains in power 
today. 


ZANU-PF is not alone in attempting to secure a pre-election advantage 
through gerrymandering. Indeed, this strategy is remarkably common across 
competitive authoritarian states, with notable examples in Kenya, Malawi, 
Zambia and much of Latin America, which, in the 1990s, featured ‘some of 
the world’s most malapportioned legislative chambers’ including in 
Argentina, Chile, Ecuador and Venezuela.2> In Asia, one of the worst 
offenders is Malaysia, which has used gerrymandering to systematically 
benefit the ruling party.*° 


Fixing the electorate 


Although gerrymandering is widely used, there is a limit to the kinds of 
government that it can keep in power, because it is essentially a scheme for 
fixing legislative elections. If a president is elected nationally, it is 
impossible to gerrymander because the electoral borders are simply those of 
the whole country. Gerrymandering is therefore extremely useful in 
parliamentary systems in which the party that wins the most seats earns the 
right to form the government, but much less effective in countries where a 
directly elected president wields ultimate power. This is significant, because 
the proportion of countries in the world that are presidential has increased 
over time, from around 25 per cent in the 1970s to over 50 per cent today, in 
part because this has been the overwhelming choice of political system for 
new democracies.*” 


In these countries, gerrymandering can help the executive to ensure a 
more favourable legislature, as in Zimbabwe, but — unless some form of 
electoral college is used — it cannot secure the top job itself. This means that 
leaders must look for alternative strategies that can give them an edge 
without generating too much resistance. One option to supplement 
gerrymandering is voter suppression, another form of electoral manipulation 
that was perfected in the United States, where politicians have long 
understood that even if you cannot pick your voters, you may be able to 
determine who can make their voices heard. In particular, Republicans have 
shown themselves to be extremely skilled at limiting the voting power of 
impoverished minorities — citizens who tend to vote overwhelmingly for the 
Democrats. 


This aspect of American democracy has an ugly history. After slavery 
ended, Jim Crow laws in the southern United States long ensured that black 
citizens were unable to vote. As recently as 1964, African American voters 
in Louisiana were subjected to a nonsensical twenty-three-question ‘literacy 
test’ that even well-educated people would fail.2® The test was designed to 
be a string of ‘gotcha!’ questions: ‘Print the word vote upside down, but in 
the correct order’; ‘Draw a figure that is square in shape. Divide it in half by 
drawing a straight line from its northeast corner to its southwest corner, and 
then divide it once more by drawing a broken line from the middle of its 
western side to the middle of its eastern side.’ A single mistake — even on a 
technicality — would result in an African American voter being turned away 
from the polls. In 2014, a group of Harvard students were given the same 
test used in the 1960s in Louisiana. All of them failed.?° 


Jim Crow laws are gone thanks to the 1965 Voting Rights Act but their 
modern equivalent is the voter identification laws that disproportionately 
disenfranchise minority voters. In the United States, voting patterns skew 
considerably according to ethnicity. This is true not just for turnout rates but 
also for party affiliation. For example, Hispanic Americans vote at much 
lower rates than white Americans; 48 per cent of eligible Hispanic voters 
cast ballots in 2012, compared to 64.1 per cent of white voters.°° Estimates 
are similar for 2016. 


There are also major partisan skews that occur with striking regularity. 
Most notably, African American voters overwhelmingly support the 
Democratic Party. In 2012, 95 per cent of black voters cast their ballots for 
Barack Obama. That figure dipped slightly in 2016, when 88 per cent of 
black voters backed Hillary Clinton, but Donald Trump still only earned the 
votes of just 8 per cent of that demographic group. This distribution holds 
true, although to a lesser extent, for Hispanic voters. In 2012, 68 per cent of 
Hispanic voters backed President Obama’s re-election campaign; in 2016, 


their support for Hillary Clinton was estimated at 66 per cent.3! With such 
clear-cut ethnicity-based divisions, it is obvious that Republicans benefit 
when minority groups stay home on election day; for Democrats, the 
opposite is true. 


Enter voter identification laws. In the United States, thirty-four states 
have some sort of voter identification law, and eleven of those states have 
strict identification laws.32 These are in place, purportedly, to stop 
fraudulent voting. However, audit after audit of voting in the United States 
fails to show any evidence of systematic or widespread voter fraud. In the 
2016 presidential election, Donald Trump falsely claimed that millions of 
people voted illegally. This is simply not true. In a post-election audit in 
North Carolina, for example, the review uncovered only one case of 
fraudulent in-person voting out of millions of ballots cast.33 Nonetheless, 
Republicans continue to press for ever-stricter voting laws that will do little 
to combat a non-existent problem, but will do an enormous amount to deter 
groups that tend to vote Democrat from showing up and casting their ballots. 


In states with strict voter identification laws, it is impossible to vote 
without a valid photo identity card. This may not seem like a burden at first 
glance, but most Americans do not have an ID card unless they have a 
driver’s licence or a passport. Poor people disproportionately have neither, 
because they are far less likely to own cars and far less likely to travel 
internationally. As a result, some poor voters may not be willing to spend 
the time or incur the cost of obtaining an identity card simply to vote. 
Therefore, strict voter identification laws, operating in tandem with a system 
that does not provide automatic and free identity cards to everyone, can act 
like a voting tax on poor people. 


Recent studies have convincingly demonstrated that these regulations are 
indeed effective when it comes to suppressing minority participation. In 
general elections, Hispanic voters are 10 per cent less likely to turn out in 
states with strict voter identification laws than in states without them. 
Similar declines occur in primaries, where turnout is already often 
minuscule. These laws do not just serve to ‘diminish minority participation 
but also to increase the gap in the participation rate between whites and 
nonwhites’.34 In other words, such stipulations systematically amplify the 
power of white voices while diminishing that of others. Across ethnic lines, 
people who identify as Republican are significantly less likely to be 
adversely affected by voter identification laws than Democrats. In short, this 
system makes it more likely that Republicans will win elections. 


We cannot say exactly how this has affected election outcomes, because 
it is extremely difficult to estimate precisely who would vote under more 
amenable conditions, but it is possible to get a sense of the kind of effect 


that restrictive rules have. Take Wisconsin, a state that recently enacted 
strict voter identification requirements. In 2016, Donald Trump won that 
state narrowly, by roughly 30,000 votes. However, 300,000 Wisconsinites 
lacked the voter identification necessary to vote on election day and so 
would have been turned away from the polls had they tried to vote.?> 
Moreover, 60,000 fewer people voted around Milwaukee — an area with the 
largest concentration of black voters in the state — than participated in 2012, 
when more-open laws were in operation. Although it is impossible to say for 
certain what the result would have been, it is plausible that had these people 
voted, Trump would have lost the state. 


Like gerrymandering, voter suppression is a strategy that has travelled 
around the world. In competitive authoritarian states across Africa, Asia, 
Latin America and the Middle East, governments deliberately make it hard 
to vote, using their control over identification documents to keep opposition 
supporters off the electoral register.3° The classic way of doing this is to 
require citizens to hold a national identity card in order to be able to register 
and vote. Once this stipulation is in place, governments can restrict or 
promote the awarding of IDs, effectively acting as gatekeepers of electoral 
participation. 


As in the US, such a strategy is particularly effective if there are clear 
socioeconomic groups and areas that can be expected to back the opposition. 
For example, in a host of African countries including Kenya, Malawi and 
Tanzania, opposition leaders have alleged that the government has 
deliberately made it difficult for their supporters to procure IDs by requiring 
them to do so in person, and locating registration centres far away from 
opposition strongholds.*” This strategy can then be supplemented in the run- 
up to elections by implementing a similar strategy when it comes to voter 
registration, making it harder for those opposition supporters who have 
received their IDs to access registration centres and to make it onto the 
electoral roll. 


Again, Zimbabwe offers a prime example of how the ruling party can 
block the ‘wrong’ kind of voters. In addition to gerrymandering, ZANU-PF 
has implemented a number of strategies designed to depress and punish 
opposition voters. Limiting the distribution of ID cards in opposition areas, 
while making these IDs essential for access to certain state services, 
undermines the capacity of the opposition to vote and thus their ability to be 
fairly represented. Although precise figures are hard to come by, civil 
society groups estimate that as a result of ZANU-—PF’s deliberate drives to 
increase the proportion of citizens with ID cards in its strongholds, those 
living there are considerably more likely to have an ID than those living in 


MDC-supporting areas — despite the fact that opposition supporters tend to 
be better educated and to live in more urban areas.*8 


Moreover, in the last few years there have been rumours that the quest 
for political dominance has led the ruling party to pursue more drastic 
measures. According to recent reports, one in three Zimbabwean children 
does not have a birth certificate, and there are some schools in pro-MDC 
areas where almost no children have birth certificates at all.3? Given that 
these documents are required to gain ID cards, this would effectively 
disenfranchise an entire generation of opposition supporters. The rise in the 
number of children without documentation is partly related to a policy 
enacted in some hospitals that has denied birth certificates to mothers unable 
to pay a fee.*? However, this leaves open the question of why birth 
certificates are given out in some areas and not in others. 


In July 2017, the Registrar-General Mr Tobaiwa Mudede, who has 
overall responsibility for recording births and deaths, was forced to deny 
accusations that the government was refusing to give birth certificates to 
people in areas with a history of resistance to ZANU-PF rule.*! Not 
believing that any ruling party could be quite so cynical and forward- 
thinking as to plan election rigging eighteen years (the legal voting age) 
ahead of time, on one visit to Zimbabwe Nic arranged a meeting with a 
former ZANU-PF official to investigate.4? After hearing the allegation, the 
official rocked back in his chair, chuckled and said, ‘That I can neither 
confirm nor deny... but, you know, you have to get up very early in the 
morning to beat ZANU-PF.’*3 


Beyond identification checks, political parties and the lobbying groups 
that sometimes work for them have attempted to suppress voting through 
disinformation campaigns. In the Kenyan election of 2017, candidates at a 
number of levels were alleged to have told opposition supporters that in 
order to correctly cast their ballots they needed to tick the box of the 
candidate they wished to vote for and place crosses against the names of all 
the others.** It is hard to know how many people fell into this trap, but 
anyone who did would have invalidated their ballot: in reality both ticks and 
crosses can be used to indicate who a voter supports, and so placing a mark 
in more than one box leads to the ballot paper being rejected. 


Once again, the use of these strategies is not confined to the world’s 
autocracies. Similar strategies have been employed in the United States by 
unofficial interest groups operating on behalf of specific parties. These 
manipulation tactics are often particularly appealing because they come with 
plausible deniability built in: the candidate or political party can easily claim 
that it did not orchestrate any misinformation campaigns itself. Take, for 
example, a 2008 effort in Virginia to suppress the Democratic vote. A flyer, 


printed on official-seeming paper with a fake letterhead from the State 
Board of Elections, told citizens that ‘due to larger than expected turnout’, 
Republicans should plan to vote on 4 November but Democrats ‘shall vote 
on November 5 as adopted by emergency regulation of the Virginia General 
Assembly’.*> The election, of course, was held on 4 November. There is no 
way of knowing how many people were duped by the flyers and did not 
show up to the polls. It was probably a fairly small figure, but it could have 
been significant. Similarly, in the 2010 governors’ race in Maryland, the 
campaign manager for the Republican candidate sought to reduce the 
turnout in favour of his rival by approving calls to African American 
precincts urging residents not to vote by saying that their favoured candidate 
—a Democrat — was on track to win without their help: ‘Everything’s fine. 
The only thing left is to watch it on TV tonight.’46 


Such misinformation campaigns are difficult to track, but they probably 
disenfranchise a small number of voters. As with many savvy 
manipulations, though, their low-profile nature means that it is difficult to 
say how effective they are at flipping outcomes. 


Political exclusion 


Voters are much more likely to be excluded from elections than candidates, 
but this does not mean that ruling parties do not also try to prevent their 
rivals from standing. Although you might think that it would be impossible 
to get away with excluding an election rival, this is actually a fairly common 
rigging strategy in states where authoritarian legacies live on and where 
more sophisticated strategies cannot be trusted to get the job done. Indeed, 
authoritarian incumbents often try to legitimize electoral exclusion by 
manipulating the rule of law, which helps to explain why it is not always 
condemned by election monitors. 


Take Madagascar for example, a country with a democratic tradition far 
less robust than that of the United States. As one of the poorest countries on 
Earth, the Malagasy government is extremely weak.*’ Its ability to 
manipulate elections in sophisticated ways is hampered by the fact that even 
the provision of basic administrative functions on the rugged island poses a 
challenge. The government certainly does not have detailed computer 
models to help determine how best to gerrymander, nor do they need to. 


Instead, Madagascar’s self-serving politicians have frequently found 
new ways to use the letter of the law to undermine the spirit of democracy. 
In recent years, that effort has taken the form of an increasingly common 
type of election rigging: electoral exclusion, or the practice of illegitimately 
ensuring that a certain candidate is disqualified from being put on the ballot. 
After all, if your opponent’s name is excluded, it is pretty much impossible 


for them to win.*8 In this sense, neutralizing a prospective challenger with a 
single disqualification ruling represents the most effective form of pre- 
election manipulation, and the cheapest.*? 


Perhaps nobody has learnt that lesson so well as the former president 
Marc Ravalomanana, who ruled the island from 2002 to 2009. 
Ravalomanana’s rags-to-riches story was an inspiring one — a businessman 
who built a highly successful dairy empire from humble beginnings, selling 
yogurt off the back of a single bicycle. But in 2006, Ravalomanana’s re- 
election prospects faced a stiff challenge from Pierrot Rajaonarivelo, a 
former deputy prime minister. Ravalomanana had previously forced 
Rajaonarivelo into exile for political reasons. While he was abroad, the 
president’s rival had built up a core of political support in opposition to 
Ravalomanana. So when the elections approached, Rajaonarivelo announced 
his intention to stand as a presidential candidate in a bid to unseat the dairy 
kingpin. But first, he would need to return to the island. 


Under Malagasy election law, candidates are only eligible to run for 
office if they have applied for candidacy in person — in Madagascar. As a 
result, Rajaonarivelo took the logical step: he booked flights home in an 
effort to end his exile and run for president. The deadline for filing the 
correct paperwork was 14 October 2006. On 6 October, Rajaonarivelo 
boarded a flight from Paris to Madagascar via the neighbouring island of 
Réunion. The second leg of his flight was supposed to land at Toamasina 
airport on Madagascar’s east coast, an area of strong support for 
Rajaonarivelo’s candidacy. Supporters turned up at the airport, ready to 
welcome their party leader home. Instead, they were confronted with tear 
gas. At the same time, President Ravalomanana unilaterally closed the 
Toamasina airport to all air traffic, and Rajaonarivelo’s flight was turned 
back due to the ‘security risk’ on board.>° 


Five days later, Rajaonarivelo tried again — this time coming from the 
island of Mauritius. However, at the request of Madagascar’s government, 
Air Mauritius refused to allow him to board his plane. As a result of direct 
intervention on the part of President Ravalomanana, Rajaonarivelo was 
unable to return in time to file the paperwork required for his presidential 
bid. His candidacy was officially rejected on 18 October by a court that 
simply upheld the strict letter of the law: nobody can run for president of 
Madagascar unless they file their paperwork in person and on time.>! 


With his main rival disqualified and once again exiled, Ravalomanana 
coasted to an easy victory. The election was a landslide: he beat his nearest 
challenger by a margin of more than 40 per cent. Crucially, too, the 
international community endorsed the poll.5? After all, they reasoned, the 
court that disqualified Rajaonarivelo was merely upholding the law. 


Ravalomanana got his cake and ate it too: he rigged the election by 
excluding his most serious threat from the ballot and escaped international 
condemnation for a blatant manipulation of the contest. 


There are dozens of other examples of electoral exclusion across the 
globe, from Iran’s handpicked lists of ‘approved’ candidates,>? to candidates 
in Céte d’Ivoire being disqualified on the basis of trumped-up charges that 
their parents have dubious birth certificates.>* In all of these instances, the 
logic is the same: employ a targeted form of rigging to remove the candidate 
from the ballot and thereby eliminate the need to worry about their 
supporters. In the vast majority of cases where this practice has been 
identified, leaders have sought to use the courts to legitimize their actions, as 
in Madagascar. However, it is important to acknowledge that electoral 
exclusion, taken to extremes, may involve the deployment of the most 
intense forms of political violence, and in some cases death (chapter 3). 


The broader impact of electoral exclusion 


Electoral exclusion is profoundly damaging, because in addition to 
undermining the prospects for opposition parties it distorts the incentives 
that politicians have to be inclusive and to appeal to a broad base. To see 
why, let’s perform a simple thought experiment: how would contemporary 
American politicians behave if we changed the level of political competition 
that they face? 


Representatives contesting safe seats have little incentive to compromise 
with the other party. In fact, they have a strong disincentive to compromise. 
For example, in districts that are predominantly Republican, compromising 
with the Democrats is likely to increase the prospects that an incumbent will 
face a strong challenge from a more hardline Republican in the subsequent 
party primary contest. In other words, for a moderate Republican in a safe, 
uncompetitive district, the greatest electoral threat comes not from a 
Democratic challenger, who has no realistic chance of victory, but from a 
further-right challenger from within their own party. Of course, the inverse 
is also true in districts that are overwhelmingly filled with Democratic 
voters. 


Under these conditions, the rational electoral strategy for leaders to 
pursue is to move away from the middle ground in order to protect 
themselves from being outflanked. Unsurprisingly, over time this basic logic 
makes it harder for moderates to get elected and hold their seats. This is a 
significant — though not necessarily the most important — source of the 
much-discussed process of political polarization in the United States.°> For 
example, research conducted in 2014 found clear evidence that ‘the more 
competitive the race, the more moderate is the voting record of the winning 


candidate in the next session of Congress’.>° Similarly, a paper published in 
the American Journal of Political Science in 2009 concluded that levels of 
polarization were probably higher in gerrymandered districts than would be 
likely under ‘neutral districting procedures’>” — albeit not by that much. It 
therefore seems reasonable to conclude that politics is a little more likely to 
be consensus- and compromise-driven if districts are not distorted to 
guarantee that the incumbent can be re-elected like clockwork. 


Worse, gerrymandering also alienates voters — which leads to decreased 
turnout and a sense of powerlessness. After all, if you live in a district where 
the result is a foregone conclusion in favour of the incumbent, why even 
bother voting? Many people do not, and this is part of the reason why the 
turnout in America’s 2014 midterm congressional elections was so low.>® 
No democracy can function properly if only a little over a third of eligible 
voters are casting ballots. The United States is no exception, and the sense 
of political alienation that presaged the rise of Donald Trump can certainly 
be partly traced to this sense of powerlessness in the democratic system. 


If gerrymandering has this profound impact on the quality of the 
political process in the United States, the consequences can be even more 
severe in divided societies with a history of political violence and winner- 
takes-all politics. One of the problems in countries such as India, Kenya and 
Thailand is that all too often leaders explicitly promise to favour their own 
ethnic, religious or regional groups in the distribution of state resources.°° 
What these countries need in order to build more-inclusive and stable 
political systems is leaders willing to compromise and listen to the needs 
and concerns of citizens from rival parties and communities. 


It is for this reason that legal scholar and political scientist Donald 
Horowitz has proposed that countries with high levels of intercommunal 
tension should adopt a form of electoral system — the alternative vote (AV) — 
that provides leaders with incentives to attract a broader cross-section of 
support.®° The AV system does this by allowing voters to rank candidates by 
preference, and redistributing their votes if their first-choice candidate 
comes last. In other words, candidates cannot simply rely on their own 
group to get elected — they have to try to position themselves as the second 
choice of other groups too. As a result, the cost of offending rival voters is 
considerably increased, providing a strong incentive — theoretically at least — 
for moderation. 


Although not everyone agrees that Horowitz’s model works in 
practice,®! far fewer disagree with his assessment of the challenge. The 
problem with gerrymandering is that it tends to undermine precisely this 
kind of consensus-driven politics. By generating districts that are skewed 
towards a single partisan group, politicians have every incentive to ignore 


the will of other groups within the district. As a result, gerrymandering tends 
to encourage just the kind of winner-takes-all politics in divided societies 
that has been associated with political violence and ethnic conflict.® 


Electoral exclusion can also be a driver of a broader range of social and 
political ills. As we shall see in chapter 3, the systematic exclusion of 
candidates and voters from certain backgrounds can undermine their 
confidence in the political system. In turn, this may lead disgruntled factions 
to disengage from the state or, worse still, to take up arms against it. This is 
a significant source of concern, because electoral exclusion is more common 
than you might think. Between 1989 and 2012, opposition candidates were 
excluded in 12 per cent of all elections.®? Moreover, in specific regions the 
situation is much worse: electoral exclusion is a feature of one in three 
elections in the Middle East, one in four in post-Soviet states, and one in 
five in Asia. 


Strengthening democracy by defeating ‘invisible rigging’ 


Given the prevalence of ‘invisible rigging’, it is important to contest these 
forms of electoral manipulation. Of course, doing so is never simple. In the 
cat-and-mouse game between election watchers and election cheats, both the 
cats and the mice learn to adapt. Along with structural barriers to political 
reform, this can make it extremely difficult to improve the quality of the 
electoral process. Take the case of gerrymandering in the United States: this 
is difficult to protest because it is the result of redistricting processes which 
occur only once every ten years. For elections occurring in between these 
dates, there is no obvious flashpoint to protest, no obvious manipulation to 
try to defeat through democratic means. It is harder to take to the streets 
over the contours of district lines than it is to protest a specific policy under 
consideration. But even so, there are fixes to make the task more difficult for 
those who would rig elections well before polling stations open. 


To avoid Russian name games such as the scheme used against Oleg 
Sergeyev, candidates should be listed on ballots along with their 
photographs and ideally their party affiliation, or if there is no party, their 
profession. Few people in St Petersburg would have accidentally voted for 
the guy who works at Tram Park Number Four if they were aware of that 
fact. But of course, entrenched authoritarians are unlikely to permit this 
change unless they face concerted international and domestic pressure to do 
so, and this is not always viable. It is therefore important to engage in voter 
education to level the playing field between election riggers and voters. 
Democracy requires not just institutions that prevent elites from 
manipulating the polls, but also citizens who are educated, engaged and 
vigilant. 


When people are knowledgeable both about the candidates and the rules 
of the game, it makes it harder for politicians acting in bad faith to 
manipulate the process by finding similarly named candidate doubles. 
Significantly, while in most countries voter education is officially the 
preserve of the electoral commission, and is done poorly as a result, 
opposition parties can disseminate their own information through party 
structures and, in more-open authoritarian systems, social media. Especially 
where literacy rates and internet penetration are higher, this can liberate 
opposition leaders from having to be dependent on state structures to 
communicate key electoral rules. 


Contesting gerrymandering is in many ways more problematic because it 
is dependent on the political will of the ruling party. Where political will 
does exist, though, there are solutions. In the United States, several states 
have taken the task of redrawing electoral districts out of the hands of 
politicians. California and Arizona, for example, have developed 
independent citizen redistricting commissions that feature a balance of 
partisan viewpoints. Iowa has turned the task over to a non-partisan state 
agency, aiming to separate district boundaries from partisanship 
completely.“* But although recent academic research has shown that 
independent commissions generate the fairest districts, few states use 
them. 


Outside the United States, many countries have put measures in place to 
try to avoid or mitigate gerrymandering. The Australian Electoral 
Commission, for instance, is an independent federal agency charged with 
drawing district boundaries in Australia, thereby limiting partisan 
influence.® Similarly, in India, the world’s largest democracy, albeit a 
fragile one, the rules of the Boundary Delimitation Commission prohibit 
anyone with political ties from serving on the commission and state that two 
of the three members must be judges.®” Increasingly, international 
democracy promotion organizations are focusing attention on poorly drawn 
electoral boundaries and have been producing best-practice guidelines to try 
to minimize impropriety. 


There are also a growing number of technological and mathematical 
innovations that can be used to combat gerrymandering with more 
objectivity. For example, a simple new analytical tool called the ‘efficiency 
gap’, which is based on counting the number of votes each party ‘wastes’ in 
an election to determine whether one party enjoyed a systematic advantage, 
has been used to determine whether gerrymandering generates an overall 
political bias.®8 In a similar rein, Moon Duchin, a mathematician at Tufts 
University, has used geometric mapping to identify and expose the inkblot- 
like districts that are drawn according to partisan lines rather than more 


natural ones. Duchin’s Metric Geometry and Gerrymandering Group has 
trained countless mathematicians in civil rights law and relevant mapping, 
so that they can participate as expert witnesses in gerrymandering cases in 
the courts.®? 


However, in counterfeit democracies it is far harder to get agreement 
around genuinely independent boundary commissions or technical solutions, 
and so it often falls to the courts to challenge egregious electoral maps. For 
example, in Pakistan, a counterfeit democracy rated as ‘partly free’ by 
Freedom House, the High Court of Sindh referenced international best 
practices from pro-democracy NGOs in a 2014 ruling that invalidated a 
gerrymandered district.” In 2015, the same court found that the Election 
Commission of Pakistan had breached official guidelines on electoral 
delimitation, deliberately skirting the rules to ‘facilitate gerrymandering’.”! 
In response, the court ordered several districts to be rapidly redrawn prior to 
the elections, issuing a warning shot that could serve as a deterrent to future 
attempts at malapportionment. Thus, in competitive authoritarian states 
where ruling parties gerrymander but courts have a degree of independence, 
judges may be able to play a pivotal role in undermining gerrymandering — 
or at least in forcing politicians to engage in it less blatantly. 


Thankfully, from the United States to Pakistan to Zimbabwe, greater 
awareness of gerrymandering means that it is increasingly being exposed as 
a threat to democratic elections. Moreover, the lessons from US states, 
Australia and Pakistan is that there are solutions to gerrymandering. 
Independent election commissions that take mathematical calculations of 
efficiency gaps and compactness into account are ideal for majoritarian first- 
past-the-post systems, while the courts can be useful, stepping in if an 
independent commission isn’t up to the task; there are also possible changes 
that can be made to electoral systems. In this way, new democracies can 
learn from old ones in determining how to build a more democratic electoral 
district-drawing process. 


Because leaders don’t usually give up power without a fight, enforcing 
these measures is likely to be possible only if opposition parties can forge 
alliances with civil society groups and harness the support of the 
international community to force the ruling party’s hand.’2 This is 
problematic because, as we have already noted, international election 
monitors rarely place a strong emphasis on pre-electoral manipulation, 
which occurs well before the full set of observers have been deployed. 


Curtailing gerrymandering and political exclusion therefore requires 
monitors to be willing to cite the background conditions under which 
elections occur as a reason to question their outcome. Many groups, such as 
the European Union, have started to do this.?> However, at present, the 


findings of long-term observation still tend to inform the background 
sections of observers’ reports, not their conclusions.’* This needs to change 
if pre-electoral manipulation is to be effectively tackled: as we discuss at 
greater length in chapter 6, doing so will require observation missions to be 
bolder as well as smarter. 


As part of these efforts, it would help if election observation missions 
were willing to make stronger statements before the polls actually open. At 
present, elections are occasionally condemned, but almost always after the 
fact. In some instances, however, such as when it is clear that no fair 
election could possibly take place, monitors should be willing to speak out 
more clearly and forcefully before votes are cast. For example, when 
Madagascar’s government excluded a major challenger, there was no way 
that such an election could be conducted in accordance with basic 
democratic principles. Stronger pressure applied before elections would 
push regimes to allow the opposition to compete on a level playing field. 
Once the polls open, it is often too late. 


Of course, speaking out earlier will not work everywhere, and 
particularly recalcitrant governments may respond to such criticism by 
seeking to ban international observation teams. Although this would have 
the obvious downside of making it harder to track subsequent abuses, it 
would also have a major upside, namely that it would expose counterfeit 
democrats for what they are, and undermine their ability to profit from the 
facade of democracy. By contrast, if observers pull their punches and remain 
in the country, there is a serious risk that they will end up inadvertently 
legitimizing dubious processes by reporting that voting passed off without 
incident, when the only reason it did is that the government had fixed the 
outcome in advance. 


Counterfeit democrats have figured out how to give themselves a 
massive head start before ballots are even cast. As we discuss in the chapters 
to come, this means that little will change unless opposition parties, 
observers and pro-democracy reformers also adapt. 


Chapter 2 


BUYING HEARTS AND MINDS 


The art of electoral bribery 


On 22 April 2013, President Yoweri Museveni of Uganda calmly walked 
onstage to address a crowd of thousands who had gathered in the Busoga 
region, in the southeast of the country near the source of the Nile. To audible 
gasps, he announced that he had come to make a donation of $100,000 to a 
local youth group.! As the crowd went wild, a member of the security forces 
came forward with a large white sack containing the cash, which Museveni 
proceeded to hand over to a member of the Busoga Youth Forum — who 
struggled under its weight as he carried it away. 


Despite the clear impact of this gesture on his audience, Museveni was 
not finished. The same day, he handed over a minibus, a truck and fifteen 
motorcycles to local leaders and communities. That evening, he left Busoga 
féted as a hero — a man willing not only to dedicate his life to public service 
but also to use his own resources to help his fellow countrymen. Museveni 
knew the feeling well: handing out gifts had become an established practice 
of his presidency, having previously given $58,000 to the Uganda 
Journalists Association and $20,000, again in cash, to Namirembe Cathedral 
for renovations.” 


Of course, not everyone applauded Museveni’s actions. The proceedings 
were broadcast on national television and immediately triggered a vigorous 
debate on social media. As #sackofmoney began to trend on Twitter, critics 
of the president accused him of bribery and misusing state resources.? Peter 
Magelah, a researcher at the ACODE think tank, told the BBC that ‘This is 
just politicking by the president to gain popularity. ... Do we know how the 
money will be spent? There’s no system of accountability to make sure we 
get it back if the youth mismanage it. It’s a loss for the country.’* 


However, these allegations did not go uncontested. The president’s 
supporters mounted a fierce rearguard action. Drawing on Museveni’s 
comments on the day, some pointed out that he had made a personal 
donation and so claims about the misuse of state resources were unfair. 
Others argued that the fact that the donation was televised for all to see 
made it transparent, and pointed out that it was hugely popular with those on 
the round. Frank Tumwebaze, a government minister, even suggested that 
Museveni was engaged in rational development planning, arguing that ‘The 
president is not taking the money to Las Vegas, he’s supporting income- 
generating schemes.’> 


While this defence was self-serving, it also tapped into long-standing 
public discourse in Uganda concerning the responsibilities of community 
and political leaders, and the purposes for which power can legitimately be 
used.° In countries where individuals are expected to have a primary loyalty 
to their ethnic group or region, an election often becomes a referendum on 
the ability of the incumbent to deliver development.’ In other words, 
politicians who can dole out public funds to ‘their’ voters tend to be more 
successful. For example, the main thing that East African voters expect of 
their representatives is not to make good legislation but to network them into 
sources of government funding. These expectations may be met by 
government service provision or by senior political figures donating their 
time and money to help build schools, hospitals and the like. 


In this context, winning elections often requires giving handouts to 
voters. The distribution of largesse is doubly important because it both 
advertises a candidate’s capacity to raise funds, and serves as a public 
demonstration of their willingness to channel resources back to the 
community. In other words, electoral bribery is typically just one component 
of a much larger system of clientelism, in which goods and services are 
exchanged for political support, often in a mixture of legal and illegal ways. 
Cash changes hands: votes are expected to follow. 


Patronage politics generates both opportunities and challenges for 
aspiring leaders. A patron who fails to deliver on their campaign promises 
may find that voters are less willing to take their money — or will take it, but 
will not then feel bound to reciprocate with political support. Put simply, 
some voters may take the cash and then vote with their conscience 
regardless. As a result, vote buying is not as easy as it may sound. The same 
popular expectation of what it means to be a legitimate leader that 
encourages candidates to hand out money can also constrain them if they fail 
to deliver — acting like a straitjacket. 


Indeed, popular expectations can be hard to manage: if you win by 
buying votes, you can lose if your opponent outbids you. Indeed, because 
voters cast secret ballots, supposed supporters can take the money offered to 
them and then secretly vote for someone else — or not vote at all. As a result, 
gift-giving can be a very inefficient way to win power, and many candidates 
have been left with ‘buyer’s remorse’ after receiving considerably fewer 
votes than they believe they ‘paid’ for. 


Even when an incumbent retains their seat, it can be hard to verify they 
got value for money. Recent analysis of the 2011 elections in Uganda, for 
example, has concluded that for all the money spent by the president, there 
is ‘little evidence that Museveni benefited significantly from public goods 
outlays, district creation, and vote buying’. Instead, many people voted for 


the president as a result of a ‘widespread satisfaction with macro-economic 


growth, and an improved security situation’.° 


This may be a somewhat generous interpretation, overlooking as it does 
the general climate of intimidation and clientelism in which Ugandan 
elections are contested.! Nonetheless, it serves as an important reminder 
not to overestimate the impact of electoral bribery. Still, vote buying is 
prevalent; it occurs in nearly half of all elections. The limited punishment 
that is typically handed down to those accused of vote buying means that it 
is one of the most commonly used strategies in the authoritarian toolbox. 
But just because it is common does not mean it is always worthwhile. It 
doesn’t always deliver, and requires leaders to develop ways to manage 
expectations and to monitor whether voters are fulfilling their side of the 
bargain. 


Funding clientelism 


In the vast majority of countries, it is against the electoral rules to ‘bribe’ 
voters by giving them gifts, or to ‘treat’ voters by handing out food and 
drink.'!! However, most countries — particularly authoritarian states and 
counterfeit democracies — do not enforce these basic electoral regulations. In 
turn, this creates an incentive for candidates from all parties to hand out 
small gifts to encourage voters to back their campaigns. !2 


Indeed, in many countries around the world, providing ‘something 
small’ to voters around election time has become an embedded ritual of 
democracy, to the extent that leaders who refuse to participate may 
jeopardize their chances of victory.!? This reality is well understood by 
candidates, who save up money in between elections in order to develop war 
chests for upcoming polls. It is also understood by voters, who often view 
election periods as a time when they can extract resources from political 
systems that, all too often, are unresponsive to their needs. !4 


Vote buying tends to vary depending on two main factors: how strong 
political institutions are, and whether the political culture tends to be 
clientelistic or policy-driven. Variations in these two factors help explain 
why electoral bribery is more common in some places than in others.!> As 
we saw in the introduction to this book, this form of manipulation is most 
prevalent in sub-Saharan Africa, where key democratic institutions are often 
particularly weak and compromised, and where neo-patrimonial ties 
facilitate and in some cases demand the giving of gifts (pp. 24-5). This 
helps to explain why 67 per cent of African elections held between 2012 and 
2016 featured significant vote buying, as compared to 36 per cent in Latin 
America, where democratic institutions tend to be more robust (see 
appendix 14 for comparative data). However, it is important to note that 


while this practice is most common in Africa — hence why many of the 
examples in this chapter are drawn from the continent — it is far from an 
African problem. Instead, we see high levels of electoral bribery in Asia (45 
per cent) and post-Soviet states (44 per cent), and significant challenges in 
the Middle East (29 per cent). 


What is handed out also varies according to context. While it is often 
cold hard cash, as in the case of President Museveni’s strategy described 
above, gifts do not always take monetary form. T-shirts bearing the logo of a 
candidate or party are extremely common, as is the distribution of food and 
drink — especially at campaign rallies where their provision helps to attract a 
crowd. There is also regional variation in the currency of clientelism. In 
Ghana, cutlasses — machete-like tools used in agriculture — are sometimes 
distributed.!© In other countries, such as Malaysia, money is given out in 
ingenious ways designed to make it appear less like a bribe, such as ‘lucky 
draw’ raffles that offer cash prizes and are free to enter — so long as you are 
a party supporter. !7 


In Thailand, vote buying has been rampant throughout the country’s 
electoral history. In rural areas like Chonburi Province, the going rate is 
reported to be around 300 baht ($9), but can rise as high as 3,000 baht ($90). 
The process is so ingrained in Thai politics that there is a specific term for 
the lucrative night before the election: kheun maa hawn (‘the night of the 
howling dogs’).!8 


The prevalence of vote buying in many new multiparty systems is one 
reason why the cost of election campaigns is so high and continues to rise. 
In Kenya, the total cost of the contest and campaigns for the six positions up 
for grabs on election day was estimated to be around $1 billion in 2017.!° 
Even governors at the county level spend in excess of $6 million to win 
competitive seats.2° In India, politicians spent an estimated $5 billion in 
campaigning for the 2014 elections, a figure second only to the exorbitant 
total cost of American elections.?! 


The costs are not only high for presidents. An aspiring female politician 
in Ghana told us that, along with her backers, she had invested over 
$300,000 just to ‘establish’ herself and win a parliamentary seat. This had 
stretched her to financial breaking point.22 Had she lost the election, she was 
not sure she would have been able to sustain the interest payments on her 
debts. Similarly, while the cost of campaigning is significantly lower at the 
local level, candidates regularly spend between five times (Brazil) and ten 
times (Nigeria) their salary on campaigning.2? 


The high cost of elections has several important implications. In new 
democracies with low levels of development and where poverty is rife, 


parties cannot rely on financial contributions from their members. Although 
many parties boast of having hundreds of thousands of members — 
especially those in power who control access to jobs and economic 
opportunities — few actually charge a fee in return for membership. As a 
result, candidates are typically expected to personally fundraise for their 
campaigns.24 This has two main components: first, personally footing the 
bill for basic expenses; second, persuading other wealthy individuals to back 
their campaigns. In turn, these requirements have had far-reaching 
consequences for the type of candidates who are likely to be successful, 
excluding those from poorer backgrounds. In places where votes are bought, 
wealth is a huge advantage. 


The changing face of African legislatures demonstrates this point well. 
In the 1950s and 1960s most MPs were usually traditional leaders or 
teachers. These groups enjoyed high social status, and each benefited from a 
wellspring of legitimacy; advanced education in the case of teachers, and 
already being established community leaders in the case of chiefs. However, 
as the cost of campaigning began to rise, and voters increasingly began to 
demand that candidates link them into development resources, chiefs and 
teachers found that they could not compete with businessmen, who had their 
own sources of finance.2> Consequently, multiparty politics in counterfeit 
democracies often resembles a competitive plutocracy, in which power is 
wielded by the wealthy, and poorer citizens rarely secure high political 
office.”° 


Of course, this is also true of many established democracies where the 
existence of weak or fragmented parties means that responsibility for 
campaign finance is decentralized and falls on candidates. For example, 
personal wealth is as important to political success in the United States as 
anywhere in the world. In 2012, Lieutenant Governor David Dewhurst of 
Texas spent $11 million of his own money trying to unseat the sitting 
Republican senator Ted Cruz. The money was wasted; Cruz won anyway, in 
part because he had even deeper pockets. Significantly, the incumbent’s 
campaign was backed by the Club for Growth, a conservative lobby group 
that on its own spent $5.5 million on television ads. US senators are paid 
$174,000 per year: Dewhurst had spent the equivalent of sixty-three years’ 
salary trying to get elected — and still lost.2’ 


However, the consequences of this form of politics are particularly 
troubling in new democracies, because politicians are more vulnerable to the 
temptations of corruption when the rule of law is weak. In the United States, 
the need to raise funds forces candidates to enter into close relationships 
with the powerful donors that finance their campaigns, ensuring privileged 
access to power for wealthy companies and business leaders while 


undermining the spirit of democracy.”° In places such as Armenia, Nigeria 
and Ukraine, the same pressures have similar consequences, but also lead to 
resources being illegitimately diverted from their intended purpose in order 
to cover election expenses.?° In turn, this gives ruling parties a considerable 
advantage over the opposition. It’s easier to be corrupt if you can sell power 
and your challengers have a harder time getting investors to finance their 
campaigns. 


Government and opposition 


It is important to note that vote buying is not simply the preserve of the 
ruling party. In many countries, opposition parties also invest heavily in 
vote-buying strategies, especially in their own heartlands. For example, in 
the 2017 elections in Armenia, election observers found that both the main 
parties handed out cash to their supporters.2° These polls were the first 
elections held after the country had transitioned from a presidential to a 
parliamentary system — a change pushed by President Serzh Sargsyan so that 
he would not have to relinquish power when his two terms in office expired 
in 2018. By introducing a parliamentary system and taking up the position 
of prime minister, Sargsyan hoped to extend his control over the country.>! 


As this backdrop would suggest, Sargsyan was not a leader inclined to 
let the rules get in his way. In the election that followed, cash was handed 
out in a bid to secure enough seats to build an effective government under 
his Republican Party. Sisak Gabrielian, a reporter with RFE/RL’s Armenian 
Service, found evidence that on the day of the elections people had been 
seen leaving a Republican Party office in Yerevan with cash in their hands. 
When he raised this issue with party officials, Gabrielian was attacked by 
ruling party loyalists.32 


However, Sargsyan did not have things all his own way. A 
comparatively well-funded opposition coalition formed around Gagik 
Tsarukyan, a former arm-wrestler and one of the wealthiest men in the 
country, meaning that the opposition could also engage in vote buying.*? 
Thus, while the main coalitions differed over a number of policy issues such 
as corruption, gas prices and national security, the campaigns focused 
heavily on the individual candidates and what they could do for their 
constituents, rather than political platforms or policies.*4 In total, observers 
noted ninety cases of vote buying, mostly perpetrated by the two main 
alliances, which is likely to be a significant underestimate given the small 
nature of the missions.*5 


However, while opposition groups such as Tsarukyan’s alliance may 
engage in gift-giving, they typically face two disadvantages when compared 
with the government, which means that on average vote buying tends to help 


ruling parties stay in power. First, electoral commissions can be induced to 
selectively enforce the rules, punishing the opposition for its indiscretions 
but letting the government off the hook. In counterfeit democracies, the 
chairpersons of electoral commissions are typically selected by the president 
and the ruling party, contrary to international best practice.3° Second, very 
few commissions enjoy a predetermined and ring-fenced budget, and are 
instead dependent on the minister of finance and the politicians in charge of 
electoral preparations for the funds that they receive. As a result, the 
government generally has several mechanisms through which it can exert 
influence on the commission to look the other way when its leaders are 
caught handing out cash.?7 


In Armenia, for example, the government faced no sanctions for the 
indiscretions described in this chapter. Initially there were hopes that some 
action might be taken when the working group created by the prosecutor 
general to investigate allegations of election-related offences identified 220 
cases related to vote buying and obstruction of voting rights ahead of the 
elections. Of these, fifty-eight cases (including thirty-eight for vote buying) 
were referred to the police for investigation. Yet despite this relatively 
effective information-collection exercise, all the cases were ultimately 
dismissed.*8 The election cheats got away with it.3? 


Governments can also shape the economic environment in which they 
operate because they control the structure of financial markets and through 
this the availability of credit to opposition leaders. This is a critical point: a 
recent study has found that the success of opposition leaders in Africa is 
heavily shaped by access to resources.*° If credit access is easy and open, 
opposition candidates have a low barrier to entry, and can easily challenge 
the incumbent. By contrast, if credit access is tightly regulated by the state, 
it can make it nearly impossible to raise the funds necessary to mount a 
credible bid for office. Without credit, it’s far more difficult for prospective 
opposition candidates to co-opt other leaders, parties and supporters into 
their alliances. 


The availability of finance is shaped by many factors, but one of the 
most important is the extent of banking liberalization.Although some of this 
variation can be explained by colonial institutional legacies, and whether the 
economy was export-orientated or not at the point of independence, it is also 
shaped by the decisions of sitting presidents and prime ministers. Where the 
banking system is more centralized and politicized, incumbents can use their 
influence to prevent their opponents getting loans. Thus, 


Africa’s first post-independence leaders created financial reprisal 
regimes to control the business community in their countries. 
Financial reprisal regimes comprise a set of institutions and 


regulations — such as maintaining state ownership of banking, 
channeling credit to privileged sectors, and restricting access to 
foreign exchange — that enables leaders to exercise political 
discretion in determining who can access capital.*! 


Once this is done, dangerous political rivals can be starved of resources, 
putting them at a disadvantage when it comes to both coalition formation 
and vote buying. Such forms of rigging are difficult to detect and condemn. 
After all, it is easier to criticize an election that features blatant ballot-box 
stuffing than one that gives the incumbent an advantage through banking 
regulation. 


Furthermore, governments typically have greater access to finance 
because they tend to secure more funding from business leaders and, where 
corruption is high, can redirect state resources to fund their electoral 
campaign. Indeed, one of the common features of election campaigns in 
authoritarian states is that they are preceded by large corruption scams that 
generate resources that can be used to run the campaign.*2 Perhaps most 
notoriously, the Malaysian prime minister, Najib Razak, allegedly 
transferred about $700 million from the Malaysian State Investment Fund to 
his own personal account so that he could use the money to win the 2013 
elections — a story to which we will return later.*3 


In addition to straightforward financial malpractice, the corrupt sourcing 
of election finance often involves procurement scams in which the 
government purchases something it does not need at a vastly inflated price 
so that the excess money can be funnelled back into the pockets of party 
leaders, who can then treat it as their personal revenue. The link between 
campaigning and corruption is often obscured by the fact that such deals 
typically only come to light long after an election campaign has ended. By 
then, it’s too late. But if you closely examine some of the highest-profile 
scandals of recent times, you will find that many of them were initiated in 
the run-up to an election. 


As political scientist and democracy scholar Laurence Whitehead has 
noted, political corruption in Latin America often has more to do with 
political survival than personal enrichment.*4 In a number of different 
countries including Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Mexico and Peru, 
Whitehead demonstrates that governments deliberately and _ illegally 
acquired funds to win elections. 


The case of Mexico under the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI 
between 1929 and 2000 is particularly instructive in this regard.*> 
Throughout this period, the PRI used bribery to maintain party unity and 
mobilize support, especially towards the end of its incumbency, when its 


popularity was declining and the ‘options for manipulating election results 
were narrowed by sweeping reforms of the electoral law’.*° According to 
political scientist Beatriz Magaloni, the ruling party ‘enjoyed indiscriminate 
access to the government’s revenue to run its campaigns’; it is alleged that 
‘the PRI governor of the state of Tabasco, Roberto Madrazo ... spent 
between $40 and $80 million on his campaign for the 1994 gubernatorial 
election — at least twenty times the legally allowed amount’.4” Along with 
the funnelling of government resources to its core constituencies, and a 
tightly controlled financial system that enabled the government to punish 
elites who defected by cutting them out of the distribution of spoils, this 
helped the ruling party retain power for seventy-one years. 


However, this strategy did not always work. Although the PRI began life 
with considerable popular legitimacy, pledging to institutionalize the gains 
of the Mexican revolution of the early 1900s, it began to atrophy in the 
1990s and was finally defeated in 2000. This transfer of power occurred not 
because the level of vote buying had fallen, but because it had become less 
effective in the context of an increasingly sceptical public. 


Indeed, if anything, the PRI machine worked harder in the year it lost 
power than it had ever done. Ahead of the polls, the government generated a 
slush fund through a corrupt money-laundering scheme that came to be 
known as Pemexgate. Under the scheme, the trade union of the state-owned 
oil company, Pemex, applied to the company for a loan of $110 million, 
subsequently transferring $50 million to a bank account controlled by the 
PRI.*8 It was withdrawn by PRI officials the month before the 2000 
election. Although the ruling party deliberately obscured where the money 
had come from, and how it had been spent, ‘there were enough elements 
(the network organization, the time during which the bank account had been 
opened and the money had been withdrawn, and the identity of those 
involved with the money transfer) to assume that the PRI had received the 
money for campaign purposes’.*? A subsequent investigation exposed a 
number of other illegal forms of party financing, including $25 million that 
was collected by two civil organizations headed by PRI leaders and a ‘raffle’ 
through which the government raised $15 million without actually selling 
any tickets.>9 


Despite all of this illicit activity, the PRI was defeated for the first time 
in its existence. After years of strengthening itself in incremental steps, first 
at the regional level and then at the national level, the National Action Party 
(PAN) was able to take advantage of a much strengthened electoral system 
and widespread popular dissatisfaction to win the election: the ruling party 
received just 36 per cent of the vote.>! 


Getting value for money 


There’s no question that distributing small gifts can help to build loyalty at 
the ballot box. But as the example of Mexico has demonstrated, it’s not 
quite that simple. Buying votes on or just before election day can be a 
wasteful and ineffective strategy when done badly.°? The first difficulty for 
politicians seeking to win elections in this way is that giving out a small 
amount of money once every four or five years may not be enough to 
capture voters’ loyalty. Even in countries with low education levels, citizens 
know when they are being taken for granted. Indeed, the electorate is often 
deeply cynical about politicians.*> For all of the capacity of presidents to 
build personality cults, citizens are generally sceptical about the motivations 
of political leaders and their ability and determination to deliver on their 
promises.°* 


In part, this scepticism stems from the fact that political candidates 
regularly break election promises made during campaigns. Pledges of 
schools, hospitals and roads rarely materialize; nor do commitments to listen 
to and act on the needs of voters. This point is well illustrated by the fate of 
members of parliament in first-past-the-post electoral systems, in which 
candidates compete to represent a specific geographical area or 
constituency. One common feature of these campaigns in countries in which 
party structures are weak and political competition is not structured around 
ideological differences is that they tend to focus on local issues as much as, 
if not more than, national ones.°> As a result, the profile of a candidate and 
their record in representing the constituency is often what determines 
whether they will get elected or not. 


Given the fact that many of the counterfeit democracies in sub-Saharan 
Africa and Latin America feature high levels of poverty and limited public 
services, voters typically scrutinize candidates for evidence that they have 
delivered the infrastructure and services that the community desires. 
Consequently, first-past-the-post elections often become referendums on the 
development performance of the incumbents.°° They create parochial 
politics, as well as a focus on short-term projects rather than long-term 
solutions that may be more sustainable. 


To ensure that voters take their promises seriously, elected politicians 
must avoid the perception that they will disappear to the capital city after the 
election, never to be seen again. Instead, to maintain local support, they 
must ‘remember where they came from’.>’? That may mean travelling back 
for funerals, doling out money for local services through patronage, or even 
paying for school fees or hospital expenses. What is common to all of these 
strategies is the need for leaders to be visible and active in their 
constituencies throughout their parliamentary terms. If they are not, then 
when the next election rolls around vote buying is unlikely to prove 


effective. It is for this reason that smart members of parliament spend many 
hours and large sums on travelling back from parliament to their 
constituencies on weekends to meet with local power brokers.>° 


Failure to comply with these norms of political behaviour can be costly. 
Any politician who wins an election and is then perceived to have served 
themselves rather than their community — to have ‘eaten alone’, in East 
African parlance — can expect a frosty reception when they return home.>? 
Worse still, they leave themselves open to challenge from rival candidates 
who can spend the parliamentary term building their own support base, 
taking advantage of the MP’s absence to make the case that they would be a 
more effective and responsive community representative. In competitive 
constituencies, this threat often comes from opposition candidates. 
However, it also exists within safe seats in which the ruling party has a large 
majority, because unpopular leaders may be deselected or defeated in party 
primaries.© 


In this context, handing out small gifts can be a valuable election 
strategy. As well as creating a personal bond between candidate and voter, 
the generous and public dispensing of gifts demonstrates that a candidate 
has the deep pockets and connections needed to deliver on their promises. 
However, vote buying cannot make up for years of neglect. A small handout 
in the weeks leading up to an election will not reverse a disliked or lazy 
candidate’s fortunes. Indeed, the very impact of an election bribe depends 
on who gives it and how it is given.°! If a locally popular MP who is seen to 
have devoted his life to the community distributes gifts such as T-shirts, 
cutlasses and food and drink, as we observed in Ghana, this is likely to be 
interpreted as a legitimate act — an appropriate aspect of the relationship 
between a community and its leader.©2 Under these circumstances, vote 
buying may serve to generate an effective patron—client contract and through 
it, political support. 


By contrast, if the same action is done by a leader who is seen to have 
neglected the community, or who voters perceive to have been imposed 
from outside, it may have little or no effect. Indeed, there are plentiful 
examples of candidates whose wealth and gift-giving hurt them because it 
was seen to have been illegitimate — a way of pulling the wool over citizens’ 
eyes, rather than genuinely empowering them. Because of this, successful 
leaders must recognize that there is a moral component to election 
campaigns. Gifts that are given in the wrong way can actually prove 
counterproductive, raising difficult questions about how the funds were 
obtained, and why, if a candidate has access to so much money, so little has 
previously been done to benefit the community.®* Aspiring politicians who 
fail to recognize this are likely to end up doubly disappointed, finding 


themselves out of power with debts that they cannot repay. In other words, if 
you’re going to buy votes, you have to do it the right way. This is one reason 
why around half of MPs lose their seats in many African legislative 
elections, despite enjoying the benefits of incumbency.® 


Vote buying is therefore no panacea for neglect; politicians can only 
successfully buy hearts and minds if they have already laid the foundations 
by rewarding loyal communities with greater infrastructure in the form of 
roads and electricity, and preferential access to development expenditure. 
Thus, electoral bribery is most effective when it is part of a broader strategy 
to strengthen the ties between constituents and leaders — all the way up to 
the presidential level. 


This point is well illustrated by the 2013 general election in Malaysia. In 
the run-up it was clear that the ruling party faced a serious challenge, with 
commentators describing it as the most hotly contested poll in the country’s 
history. Despite being in power since it was founded in 1973 as a coalition 
of two parties, the governing Barisan Nasional (BN) led by Prime Minister 
Najib Razak saw its fortunes wane in the late 2000s. In the 2008 general 
election, the BN lost its two-thirds majority, meaning that it was no longer 
able to pass constitutional amendments. One reason for this was a growing 
urban-tural divide, and the emergence of a stronger opposition vote in 
multi-ethnic urban areas in which better access to information and education 
had led to growing criticism over issues such as corruption, human rights 
abuses, electoral fraud and poor economic governance.® 


In a bid to head off the threat from the expanding urban middle class, the 
BN resorted to a form of ethnic politics, introducing policies that explicitly 
favoured the Malay majority. As a result, most of the Chinese minority, 
which had previously voted for the BN, switched sides — something 
described by Razak as the ‘Chinese tsunami’.°’ Bolstered by this new 
support, it appeared that the main opposition coalition, Anwar Ibrahim’s 
Pakatan Rakyat (PR), had a chance of victory.®8 Spurred into life by the 
intensity of the political competition, both sides embarked on widespread 


vote buying. 


Although both ‘treating’ and ‘bribing’ are prohibited under Malaysian 
law, the election observers from the Merdeka Center for Opinion Research 
found that both sides held ‘feasts’, distributed gifts of travel vouchers, 
foodstuffs and appliances, and gave out clothing. As in Armenia and 
elsewhere, these practices tended to favour the ruling party: out of a 
recorded sixty-seven cases, forty-four involved the BN and only twenty-two 
the opposition. These subtler efforts to win voters’ favour went hand in hand 
with the distribution of cold hard cash. The prime minister himself was 
reported to have handed out cash payments of RM50 (about US$11) for 


people to attend party meetings, as well as vouchers that enabled taxi drivers 
in the capital, Kuala Lumpur, to fit their vehicles with new tyres. 


The policies enacted by the BN over the previous five years 
strengthened the effectiveness of vote buying in some communities while 
undermining it in others. The credibility of promises of patronage and 
financial goodies to the Malay community were reinforced by Razak’s 
implementation of preferential policies during his time in office and the fact 
that financially rewarding his supporters was, in effect, a non-stop activity.” 
In the previous five years alone, his administration had spent RM57.7 billion 
(about $13.6 billion) on providing ‘election-related incentives’, including a 
rice subsidy for the Orang Asli (a collective term for eighteen indigenous 
tribes), travel subsidies for students, and salary increases for public 
servants.’! By contrast, members of the Chinese community, who had 
already seen the government’s true colours in the discriminatory legislation 
that it had introduced, were unlikely to be persuaded by a last-minute 
handout. 


Partly as a result, the outcome of the election was mixed.’2 While 
financial inducements enabled the BN to retain power, winning 133 seats to 
the PR’s 89, the ruling party lost the popular vote for the first time. Indeed, 
the government only held on to its majority thanks to the use of two other 
strategies highlighted in this book — multiple voting (chapter 5) and 
gerrymandering (chapter 1). For example, East Malaysia represents a fifth of 
the country’s total population but contributes a quarter of its parliamentary 
seats, and played a key role in returning the BN to power.’ Razak’s reliance 
on this broad range of strategies serves as an important reminder of the 
potential limitations of vote buying, and the fact that leaders often need to 
deploy a number of the tools at their disposal in order to retain political 
control. 


Enforcing the deal 


The second problem for political leaders who want to see a good return on 
their investment in electoral bribery is that it is often very difficult to tell if 
people have actually voted the ‘right’ way.’* Where voting is conducted by 
secret ballot, it can be impossible for anyone other than the individual voter 
to know whether they have kept their promise or not. And if it is widely 
known that political leaders cannot work out who has reneged on their 
pledge, then those who break their promises cannot be punished, and so 
there is little reason for voters to keep the deals they have signed up to. The 
secret ballot means that there is no disincentive for citizens to take money 
from every candidate and then vote for the party of their choice.’ 
Enforcement is therefore a key challenge. 


This reality is not lost on opposition parties. Recognizing that vote- 
buying practices are so ingrained that it is unlikely to be possible to 
persuade people to reject the offer of gifts altogether, a number of 
opposition leaders around the world have encouraged voters to accept gifts 
but vote with their conscience. A very early manifestation of this strategy on 
the African continent came in Namibia in the elections in 1989 for a 
constituent assembly to usher in the country’s independence. These polls, 
which in many ways heralded the onset of a new time of multiparty politics 
in Africa, marked the end of a long period of South African rule, 
characterized by the application of apartheid principles and the efforts of the 
South West Africa People’s Organization (SWAPO) to liberate the country. 
Following the declaration of Namibian independence, which was formally 
set in motion in 1988 (though not fully implemented until 21 March 1990), 
SWAPO was widely expected to make a strong showing in the polls.”° The 
South African government responded by funding the campaigns of at least 
seven rival political parties in a bid to deny SWAPO power. According to 
Pik Botha, then the South African foreign minister, the South African 
government transferred over £20 million to other parties on the basis that, 
despite having committed to Namibian independence, his government was 
still ‘at war with SWAPO’.77 


The most viable of these other parties was the Democratic Turnhalle 
Alliance (DTA), which had been formed as a coalition of eleven parties in 
1977 in the wake of failed negotiations with the South African government 
over Namibia’s future. The willingness of the DTA to work with the South 
African government in talks that excluded SWAPO and were based on a 
blueprint that would have left elements of the apartheid system intact 
undermined the party’s legitimacy at home and abroad. In turn, this made it 
difficult to mobilize broad support on the basis of ideas, policies or track 
record.’8 As a result, the DTA’s election campaign in 1989 focused on 
sustaining the support of the European-born and ‘coloured’ Namibians who 
had contributed the bulk of the party’s members since its formation, while 
relying on anti-SWAPO messages and vote buying to build support within 
the black majority. Thus, small amounts of money, food and other gifts were 
regularly handed out to those who attended DTA rallies.’? 


Knowing that SWAPO could not hope to match the DTA’s financial 
largesse, the liberation movement’s leader, Sam Nujoma, did not try to 
compete in the field of vote buying. Instead, he encouraged his supporters to 
take whatever gifts were on offer but not be swayed by them. As one 
SWAPO leader memorably put it, ‘Eat DTA, Vote SWAPO’.8° This 
message proved to be highly effective, and this, along with popular 
scepticism towards the DTA, led to a landslide victory for Nujoma’s party, 
which won 57 per cent of the vote, giving it a clear majority and a strong 


lead over the former ruling party, which only secured 29 per cent. SWAPO’s 
advantage was further consolidated in the subsequent presidential elections 
of 1994, when Nujoma secured 75 per cent of the ballot.*! 


In the years that followed, similar slogans have become common 
features of election campaigns, demonstrating the vulnerability of vote- 
buying strategies. One of the most famous came in Zambia in the general 
election of 2011. In that contest, the opposition Patriotic Front (PF) had 
gained considerable momentum but risked being comprehensively outspent 
and outbribed by the ruling party. In addition to manipulating state 
machinery to support its efforts, the inaptly named Movement for Multiparty 
Democracy (MMD) engaged in a range of illegal activities including using 
state funds to pay for posters and, of course, vote buying.®” 


Unable to compete financially, PF leaders encouraged voters not to be 
swayed by offers of economic gain and threats of retribution. With this in 
mind, the party’s deputy leader, Guy Scott, invoked the secret ballot to 
remind PF supporters that they could have their cake and eat it. A white 
Zambian of British descent, Scott could not recall all of the necessary words 
in Bemba, the language spoken by most of his audience, and so mixed 
Bemba with English, advising the crowd, ‘Don’t kubeba’ (‘Don’t tell 
them’).83 The crowd instantly understood what Scott was trying to say: 
pretend that you support the ruling party, but vote for the opposition. The 
phrase instantly caught on, and was quickly picked up as one of the party’s 
main slogans, daubed on walls and printed on T-shirts. Along with the 
populist rhetoric of PF leader Michael Sata, the ‘Don’t kubeba’ message 
contributed to the defeat of the MMD, leading to only the second transfer of 
power through the ballot box in Zambia’s history.°+ 


The grass-roots resonance of ‘Don’t kubeba’ is a perfect demonstration 
of the capacity of opposition parties to use the secrecy of the ballot box to 
stymie the effectiveness of vote-buying strategies and undermine ruling 
parties’ hold on power. Given the potential for opposition parties to use 
these strategies, presidents may need to undermine the credibility of the 
secret ballot if they are to benefit from vote buying — and as a result many 
have set about developing new techniques for finding out how citizens vote. 


There are three main strategies that can be used to achieve this. The first 
is to persuade voters that the ballot is not actually secret. This can be done 
by spreading rumours, posting security guards and government agents 
within polling stations, and removing screens that allow voters to cast their 
ballot away from public view. Such strategies are particularly feasible in 
countries where voting is often conducted outdoors. In many African states, 
for example, the uncertainty of electricity supplies and the need for greater 
space mean that polling stations in rural areas have historically been set up 


outside. In these contexts, people do not always cast their ballot behind a 
partition but in a shallow bucket, often in full view of those queuing to vote 
and the security forces. Significantly, this is not just a feature of counterfeit 
democracies: research in Ghana has found that a considerable number of 
voters worry that their vote may not be secret — challenging a core principle 
of electoral democracy.*> 


The second strategy that can be used to ensure that people vote as they 
have promised is to monitor voter behaviour at community level. 
Governments may not be able to tell how each individual votes, but they can 
use the turnout figures and results at a given polling station to assess how a 
particular area has performed. For example, if the ruling party knows that 
the vast majority of people who vote at a certain polling station attended 
rallies, received activists in their homes, and were given handouts, a low 
turnout and a disappointing vote share from that area for the incumbent 
president is clear evidence of political betrayal. Although the government 
cannot tell who failed to turn up to the polls on an individual basis, it can 
inflict a communal punishment such as cutting development expenditure or 
diverting much-needed food aid to other communities that demonstrated 
greater loyalty.®° In turn, the knowledge that failing to give the ruling party 
sufficient support can harm a community’s material interests often generates 
internal pressure on dissidents to toe the line.8” As a result, those who don’t 
head to the polls — readily identifiable by their lack of an inky finger — and 
those who are suspected of sympathizing with the opposition may face 
criticism, hostility and in some cases violence from their neighbours. In this 
way, community leaders and other notables can be turned into accomplices 
in the ruling party’s efforts to get out the vote.*8 


The third strategy is to demand that voters publicly demonstrate that 
they have voted as promised, for example by photographic evidence. With 
the advent of camera-equipped smartphones, it is now feasible to tell voters 
that they must take a picture of their ballot papers. However, in most 
countries taking a photograph in a polling station is an electoral offence. 
Thus, a less problematic strategy is to ask voters to make a public statement 
of their voting intentions as they vote. In other words, voters are told to say 
out loud which candidate or party they are supporting as they cast their 
ballots. Of course, this tactic on its own is not a silver bullet for authoritarian 
vote buyers, because citizens can still lie about what they are doing. 
However, a specific feature of the electoral system can be manipulated to 
enable party activists to know for sure that a voter is telling the truth. 


In the majority of countries around the world, the electoral rules allow 
voters to ask for help from polling station staff — and in some cases, from 
party agents or others present in the polling station. This is designed to 


enable illiterate, blind or disabled voters to secure the assistance they may 
need to vote as they intend. However, it creates a loophole that a number of 
ruling parties have exploited to keep tabs on the electorate, by turning the 
act of voting from a written into an oral process. 


In both Kenya and Zimbabwe, for example, voters who do not appear to 
be blind, illiterate or disabled have been observed asking for assistance to 
vote, and then loudly stating how they would like their ballot to be filled out. 
Once this happens, the person helping them casts the ballot on their behalf 
on the basis of their verbal instruction. By loudly proclaiming their choice 
the individual effectively undermines the secrecy of their own vote. This 
information is then taken down by representatives of the candidate — either 
positioned within the station or standing nearby where they can clearly hear 
the proceedings — who record that the voter kept their promise.®? It is thus 
even possible to buy votes and only pay up after proof of voting the ‘right’ 
way has been secured. 


Alternative strategies have been used to similar effect in other regions. 
In Malaysia, the BN sought to ensure that the financial inducements it 
offered loyal voters would be effective by carefully tracking who had 
received handouts. According to Transparency International, those who 
accepted RMS500 in ‘aid’ from the coalition were forced to register their 
names and then to collect the money from one of the alliance’s political 
parties. In turn, the fact that the ruling party kept a record of who received 
election funds led to fears that it would track down those people who did not 
vote for it but who took the aid. Although the secret ballot should have made 
this impossible, the idea spread that the government had the capacity to 
check individual ballot papers, which caused considerable concern because 


“so many people believe in rumours’.%? 


Through such mechanisms, parties can more effectively scrutinize how 
voters behave and enforce compliance, ensuring that they get value for 
money in return for the gifts that they have distributed throughout the course 
of the campaign. In this way, the challenges of enforcement posed by the 
secret ballot induce authoritarian leaders to adopt increasingly inventive 
strategies of manipulation and repression in order to retain control and 
ensure that deals made with voters are kept — a theme to which we will 
return in chapters 3 and 5. 


The impact of vote buying 


Before considering different mechanisms that could be used to try and 
reduce vote buying, it is worth noting that its consequences are not all bad — 
and so its removal may not be all good. Most notably, while curtailing vote 
buying is clearly a positive development for electoral fairness, it may 


produce unintended consequences that harm democracy in the short term. 
As the political scientist Frederick Schaffer has pointed out, if voters, 
accustomed to being ‘thanked’ for turning up to vote, find this reward 
removed, they might not bother going — causing a decline in voter turnout.?! 
This may be problematic, as in the short run at least, low turnout can 
undermine government legitimacy, creating a series of problems later on. 


Currently, many new, fragile democracies record higher voter-turnout 
levels than old, consolidated ones. This may in part reflect the impact of 
ballot-box stuffing (see chapter 5) and the fact that ‘voting fatigue’ has not 
yet set in, but it may also be related to the financial inducements that parties 
hand out to get voters to the polls. In Malaysia, for example, the 
combination of a close election and the vote-buying strategies described 
above pushed turnout up to 85 per cent, the highest in the country’s 
history.°2 By comparison, as we have seen (p. 40), the United States’ 2014 
congressional elections featured a turnout of just 36 per cent.?? Ending vote 
buying might be good for the opposition, but could also reduce public 
participation. 


Readers may be thinking ‘So what? Is there really any value in political 
participation that is driven by vote buying?’ But such a response would be 
too hasty a dismissal of the importance of getting people to the polls. After 
all, one of the main arguments of this chapter has been that voters do not 
always fulfil their side of the bargain, and so their participation cannot be 
reduced to a mere economic transaction. In at least some cases, citizens 
drawn to the ballot box by handouts vote instead on the basis of their 
conscience, and otherwise might have stayed at home. 


Moreover, recent research has found that the act of voting is habit- 
forming. Of those people who voted for the first time in South Africa 
following the reintroduction of multiparty politics in 1994, the vast majority 
voted again in the second election in 1999. By contrast, of those who were 
of voting age but did not go to the polls in 1994, very few did so four years 
later.* 


Part of the explanation for this is that certain factors shape whether or 
not people are likely to vote, such as living with or near other voters, age 
and education, and so it makes sense that people would act consistently. But 
it is the case also partly because people are often put off from voting by a 
range of issues, such as not knowing exactly where their polling station is 
located, embarrassment that they don’t understand the correct procedures, 
and worry that it might take a long time or that they will make a mistake.%° 
In this context, voting for the first time is particularly significant, because it 
helps to overcome a number of these challenges and hence to make citizens 
feel more comfortable casting their ballots in future.%° 


One implication of this research is that even if a mechanism that gets 
citizens to the polls is problematic, it may have the valuable, long-lasting 
benefit of increasing long-term political engagement. Given this, it is 
important that efforts to curb vote buying go hand in hand with efforts to 
sustain voter turnout. 


Strengthening democracy 


The importance of enhancing political participation notwithstanding, it is 
clear that vote buying has a number of deeply problematic consequences, 
including that it enables ruling parties to win elections that they might 
otherwise lose. Moreover, it has a number of negative consequences for how 
politics operates. Most obviously, it drives up the cost of elections. This 
simultaneously incentivizes political corruption and threatens to turn politics 
into a plutocracy in which only the rich — or those well-enough connected to 
get rich — may wield power. Perhaps less obviously, vote buying constructs 
relationships between voters and political leaders that are based on a patron— 
client logic rather than an evaluation of leaders’ ability to govern.?’? This 
threatens to undermine the very basis for holding elections, namely that they 
keep governments honest by enabling the electorate to reject incompetent or 
corrupt candidates. 


For this reason, international donors such as the UK government’s 
Department for International Development and the United States Agency for 
International Development have spent a considerable amount of money on 
trying to reduce vote buying.’ Much of this has been directed towards voter 
education, on the basis that a better understanding of the electoral law will 
dissuade people from participating in transactions that break it.°? There is 
much to be said for this approach, not least that it increases the prospects 
that those persuaded by the training might not only reject bribes but also 
report those who offer them. For example, a recent study in West Africa 
found that ‘voter education campaigns may undermine the effects of vote 
buying on voting behaviour’ .!°° 


However, on its own, voter education tends to have a limited effect, and 
as we saw in the introduction to this book, the percentage of elections 
featuring vote buying actually increased between 2006 and 2010.!°! There 
are three main reasons for this. First, not all of the forms of ‘treating’ that 
take place around elections are formally against the rules, and even when 
they are, voters often see them as being legitimate. Established cultural 
practices are unlikely to be reformulated by a short training session on free 
and fair elections, no matter how well this is delivered by a Western-backed 
NGO. When offered a T-shirt, many newly ‘educated’ voters will still take 
it. 


Second, in most of the countries discussed in this chapter, people are 
already aware that candidates are not supposed to hand over cash for votes — 
meaning that educating them about this fact is often redundant. They take 
the bribes not because they are ignorant of the law, but because local norms 
prevail over official rules, or the financial inducement is too tempting, or 
they feel coerced into doing so. In each of these situations, voter education 
is likely to have little impact. In other words, if there is a set of deeply 
entrenched local beliefs that favour accepting small gifts, reminding 
individual voters of the law is likely to have a minimal effect unless it is 
done intensively and over a sustained period of time, which is rarely the 
case. Similarly, if the gifts are sufficiently tempting, preaching about 
democratic virtues will probably fall on deaf ears. And if citizens are 
effectively coerced into taking bribes, as in countries like Zimbabwe, they 
may have little opportunity to ‘do the right thing’ even if they want to. 


However, voter-education drives can still be valuable: they can help to 
highlight the negative consequences of vote buying, and lay a stronger 
foundation on which civil society groups and opposition parties can launch 
their own campaigns to persuade voters to take gifts yet vote for their 
chosen candidate. 


International donors cannot condone citizens taking a bribe, because this 
transgresses the law. Media outlets critical of foreign aid, such as the UK’s 
Daily Mail, would also have a field day if British taxpayers’ money were to 
be used as part of a campaign that even came close to condoning vote 
buying. But international donors can support the principle of individuals 
voting with their conscience and, through anti-vote-buying messages, make 
it easier for domestic actors to persuade voters that taking money doesn’t 
necessarily mean that they have to vote for the candidate who gives it to 
them. 


Some readers are likely to be uncomfortable with the idea of opposition 
leaders and civil society groups engaging with the question of how 
individuals should act after having taken a bribe, rather than persuading 
them not to take the bribe in the first place. Of course, it would be purer, 
ethically speaking, simply to campaign against vote buying. But while 
condemning the giving of ‘something small’ around elections may be less 
morally problematic, throwing money and effort at strategies that have often 
proved to be ineffective has its own moral downsides — notably, that it fails 
to make the best use of scarce resources, and leaves a deeply problematic 
political landscape in place when something much better could be achieved. 
A two-track approach is therefore required: try to deter vote buying from 
happening, but also try to blunt its impact wherever it persists. Indeed, doing 


one is likely to make it easier to do the other, as ruling parties are unlikely to 
keep spending money on strategies that don’t work. 


Part of the solution, of course, lies in tightening up electoral regulations, 
and trying to get the police and judiciary to enforce them. Again, this is a 
worthy project, and improving the detection and prosecution of vote buying 
is the natural complement of efforts to change public attitudes. However, the 
challenge in most of the countries that we have discussed is not a lack of 
legal clarity or capacity but rather a lack of political will. When the ruling 
party controls a politicized judiciary or police force, enforcement will tend 
to happen on a purely selective basis, whereby opposition vote buying is 
prosecuted but ruling-party vote buying is not. Under these conditions, vote- 
buying legislation is unlikely to be comprehensively enforced. 


Beyond political strategies, the long-term feasibility of vote buying 
depends on economic and demographic trends. Historical studies of vote 
buying explain the fall in voter bribery in Europe and North America as 
being predominantly driven by two main developments. First, the expansion 
of the franchise, to all adult men and then to all adult women, meant that 
aspiring politicians were faced with far more people to bribe in order to 
secure election, which increased the cost dramatically.!°2 Second, the 
introduction of the secret ballot (in 1872 in the UK and in the 1880s in the 
US) made it harder for vote buyers to tell whether their clients had kept their 
side of the bargain.!°? Both of these changes were driven by broader 
socioeconomic developments, notably rising standards of living, the 
emergence of a more assertive middle class!®* and the expansion of 
education. !95 


The very same changes also led to a more aware citizenry, while the rise 
in wages, over a number of years, meant that voters expected greater 
financial compensation in return for their support. Taken together, these 
developments reduced the effectiveness and feasibility of vote buying, 
forcing candidates to look for other strategies to mobilize the electorate. One 
outcome of this transformation was that political leaders became more 
reliant on using government policy to reward their supporters, for example 
by increasing expenditure on certain areas, or by introducing targeted tax 
breaks. 


While the mass franchise and the secret ballot are already in place in the 
world’s new democracies, in many countries the processes that gave rise to 
them in the West — mass education, rising incomes and the growth of the 
middle class — are still ongoing. It is therefore possible that continued 
economic growth will undermine the viability of vote buying in the long 
run. This is not to say that economic expansion is a cure-all for electoral 
manipulation. Economic growth is unlikely to have these positive effects 


unless it is sustained and its benefits widely shared. Short-lived gains, or 
unequal growth that is monopolized by the wealthy — as the proceeds from 
oil and other natural resources often are — will not lift people out of poverty, 
and so may have a negligible impact on the feasibility of vote buying.!°° We 
must also keep in mind that many countries with high levels of poverty have 
managed to establish effective democratic systems, while some of the 
world’s wealthiest states — such as the resource-rich countries of the Middle 
East — remain deeply authoritarian. !°7 


Similar caveats need to be made about the significance of the middle 
class. It is easy to see why many journalists and a considerable number of 
academics have become excited about the role of the middle class in Asia 
and Africa.!°8 Several classic theories of democratization have suggested 
that the emergence of an influential bourgeoisie is a critical step in the 
process of wresting power away from a small authoritarian elite and 
transferring it to the people.!°? When it comes to vote buying, it is often 
assumed that because the middle class are wealthier and more independent 
from the state they will be more willing to criticize breaches of the electoral 
laws. As a result, the expansion of the middle class — which is estimated to 
have tripled in Africa to 310 million in the thirty years to 2011 — has led to 
excitable headlines about how this group will simultaneously drive 
economic and democratic growth. !!0 


However, while this may be true in some cases, it is important not to 
assume that the emergence of a middle class will be the silver bullet that 
stops vote buying. For one thing, many of the people who finance vote 
buying are themselves middle class.!!! It is also unclear what specific 
quality about being middle class is thought to make individuals behave 
differently. While it makes intuitive sense that richer citizens will feel less 
economic pressure to accept election bribes, recent research has found that 
where the middle class is more supportive of democratic norms and values 
this is typically a result of education rather than wealth.!!* Given this, we 
should be careful of assuming that a growing middle class will necessarily 
render vote buying a thing of the past. 


These caveats notwithstanding, it is clear that socioeconomic 
development can facilitate an improvement in electoral quality and a 
reduction in vote buying. It is easy to forget that just 150 years ago the 
United Kingdom featured rampant voter bribery that matched — and in some 
cases exceeded — the examples provided here (see pp. 61—4). Improvements 
in the electoral law were critical to this process, but in most cases they 
followed or went hand in hand with an expansion of education and 
economic shifts that had the effect of giving citizens a greater degree of 
financial independence.!!? To the extent that fledgling democracies can 


sustain inclusive economic growth and use it to fund education, this is a 
reason for optimism. 


This conclusion is an important reminder that efforts to strengthen 
democracy cannot be separated from other political and economic activities. 
As the significance of financial systems for the formation of opposition 
coalitions demonstrates, the prospects for transfers of power and democratic 
consolidation depend on a wide range of economic and political factors. One 
problematic aspect of most international and domestic efforts to strengthen 
democracy is that these projects typically occur in isolated ways that focus 
on political institutions but are disconnected from efforts to improve the 
economy.!!4 As a result, the democratic impact of economic policy is not 
always fully understood, even within the ministries and development 
agencies of those Western governments that are still committed to 
promoting these goals around the world. More co-ordinated thinking that 
recognizes these connections — for example, through the formation of a joint 
taskforce that can bring together those working across these issues — is 
required if the manipulation of elections through vote buying is to be 
neutered. 


Where vote buying is rendered less effective, either because opposition 
to the ruling regime is so intense that voters cannot be bribed, or because the 
government lacks the funds required to sway large numbers of people, 
incumbents must look for other strategies to retain power. Under these 
conditions, election rigging can quickly turn ugly, with violent repression 
and intimidation used in order to divide and rule — as we shall see in the next 
chapter. 


Chapter 3 


DIVIDE AND RULE 


Violence as a political strategy 


On 12 November 2005, Zamanbek Nurkadilov, the mayor of Almaty and 
one of the most prominent opposition leaders in Kazakhstan, was found 
dead in his house. An outspoken critic of the government and a member of 
the political council of the For a Just Kazakhstan reform movement, 
Nurkadilov had been shot twice in the chest and once in the head. According 
to the official investigation, his death was a suicide. Opposition leaders 
wondered how a man could manage to shoot himself three times in two 
different places. They also wondered about the timing — presidential 
elections were scheduled for 4 December, less than a month later — and 
declared Nurkadilov’s death a political assassination. ! 


Although the government denied any involvement in the attack, it bore 
all the hallmarks of President Nursultan Nazarbayev’s strategy to retain 
political control since coming to power in 1989 as the first secretary of the 
Communist Party of the Kazakh Soviet Socialist Republic (as it then was).? 
Although Nazarbayev likes to present himself as a liberal reformer, and has 
achieved considerable economic development, he is also a violent 
kleptocrat. Not only has the president put his daughters and son-in-law in 
charge of key parts of the economy, including construction, oil and gas, and 
the media, he also stands accused of personally profiting from the country’s 
vast natural resources.* In 1999, Swiss banking officials discovered $8.5 
billion in an account apparently belonging to Nazarbayev, which was 
allegedly a payment from the disgraced American businessman and trader 
James Giffen, made in order to secure contracts for the Tengiz oil fields for 
Western companies.* In short, Nazarbayev appears to have cashed in on his 
dictatorial powers.> 


The president’s strategy for protecting his regime against accusations of 
corruption and malpractice was a combination of co-optation and 
intimidation. When Respublika, an opposition newspaper, reported that 
Nazarbayev had effectively stolen over $1 billion of state oil revenue in the 
1990s, a decapitated dog was strung up outside its headquarters, a 
screwdriver plunged into its body. The attached message read: ‘There won’t 
be a next time.’ Meanwhile, the dog’s head and a similar note were left 
outside the home of the paper’s editor, Irina Petrushova. In case the message 
hadn’t got through, three days later Respublika’s office was firebombed. 
Petrushova was not alone: as Nazarbayev tried to hide what he had done, 
opposition leaders were arrested, alternative media outlets were shut down, 
and critics of the government were beaten.® 


That was in June 2002, and although the situation eased somewhat once 
the immediate threat of media exposure had passed, a similar wave of 
repression targeted opposition parties and civil society groups ahead of the 
2005 polls. Incidents recorded by international human rights groups and 
election monitors included the assault of opposition candidates and 
supporters, the destruction of campaign material, and widespread 
intimidation of human rights activists by the police and security agencies.’ 
Partly as a result, the main opposition candidate, Zharmakhan Tuyakbay, 
struggled to make inroads, despite considerable public dissatisfaction. 
Nazarbayev won a landslide victory, taking 91.15 per cent of the vote.® 


The case of Kazakhstan demonstrates the capacity of governments to use 
violence to intimidate the opposition and maintain the ruling regime’s 
dominance. As Paul Collier notes in Wars, Guns and Votes, ‘elections 
should sound the death knell for political violence’, but all too often this is 
not the case.? Moreover, ‘enemies’ in the opposition are only one target of 
state repression. Authoritarian regimes face two challenges: external 
opposition and internal betrayal. As a result, undemocratic governments also 
direct violence against individuals and factions who seek to defect and 
supposed allies who cannot be trusted. By attacking opposition supporters 
and elements within the ruling party who are seen as having not performed 
their duty to the appropriate standard, leaders can both disrupt the 
campaigns of their rivals and send a clear message to everyone else: 
opposing their rule comes at a high price. 


As in Kazakhstan, where Nurkadilov had risen to prominence as 
minister of emergency situations within the Nazarbayev administration, the 
worst treatment is often reserved for former insiders perceived to have 
betrayed the cause. These kinds of attacks are particularly effective because 
the use of violence often serves to harden political identities, creating a 
stronger sense of ‘us’ and ‘them’ between the government and the 
opposition, which in turn makes it harder for moderates on both sides to find 
common ground.!° Violence enables the executive to put into practice one 
of the most common elements of the despot’s playbook: divide and rule. 


The multifaceted impact of violence is what makes it so valuable to 
dictators, and explains why elections often go hand in hand with violence in 
counterfeit democracies, despite the considerable costs that this can 
generate. Between 2012 and 2016, almost a quarter of all elections held 
around the world featured significant state targeting of the opposition with 
violence, intimidation or harassment. However, as with many of the stories 
told in this book, average statistics mask significant regional variation. Such 
abuses were largely absent in Europe and limited in Latin America (18 per 
cent), but were a significant problem in Asia (39 per cent), the Middle East 


(38 per cent) and sub-Saharan Africa (38 per cent) — and were shockingly 
common in the former Soviet Union, where repression is a feature of almost 
half (47 per cent) of all elections (see appendices 11 and 12). 


These variations reflect a number of different factors, including the 
legacy of closed political systems and states with relatively strong coercive 
power in the post-communist world;!! the politicization and limited 
professionalization of the security apparatus in much of sub-Saharan 
Africa;!? and greater progress towards democratization and the emergence 
of more independent judiciaries in Latin America.!> They also reflect the 
willingness and ability of leaders to accept the cost of violence: once 
repression has become a part of a country’s political culture, it’s hard to 
stamp out. 


But any ruling party that uses violence to win elections is inviting 
serious risks to itself too. Murders and assassinations conducted in capital 
cities draw international media attention and condemnation from watchdogs 
such as International Crisis Group, Amnesty International and Human 
Rights Watch.!4 They also risk alienating international partners, who may be 
prepared to tolerate electoral manipulation but not the pushback that can 
result from front-page coverage of human rights abuses. Overt violence is 
also likely to undermine the confidence of investors, and potentially to have 
a negative impact on economic growth — especially if it results in a period of 
economic inactivity. 


The considerable risks of using force make it less common than other 
rigging tactics, such as vote buying (chapter 2). Recent research suggests 
that authoritarian leaders are most likely to employ electoral violence under 
two conditions. First, incumbents are far more likely to lash out when they 
operate in weak political systems and believe that they might actually lose.!5 
Second, state repression is more likely when the government believes it can 
get away with it because it has a powerful illiberal international sponsor 
(think, for example, of the authoritarian allies of China or of the post-Soviet 
regimes that are still in the Kremlin’s orbit).!© This helps explain why state- 
led political violence is most common in the former Soviet countries: most 
are resource-rich states under Russian protection, and are far less dependent 
on Western financial and political support and so have less to fear from 
deploying repression. 


In stark contrast to this situation, the potentially high cost of political 
violence presents those counterfeit democracies that are more susceptible to 
Western pressure with something of a dilemma. For repression to have its 
intended effect it must be public and high profile, otherwise it loses its 
deterrence value. If someone ‘disappears’ but nobody finds out, it doesn’t 
create much of a deterrent effect. But there’s a catch: if the voting public is 


aware of state brutality, so are investors, Western governments and human 
rights groups. The trade-offs are obvious. 


Dictators, despots and counterfeit democrats have come up with 
solutions to this apparent catch-22. Sometimes they make use of shadowy 
militias and gangs in order for the government to generate ‘plausible 
deniability’. By constructing a ‘shadow state’!7 made up of groups that are 
widely known to be answerable to the ruling party but which cannot easily 
be identified as belonging to the police force or the security forces, 
authoritarian leaders can avoid international condemnation, and minimise 
the threat of prosecution by bodies such as the International Criminal 
Court.!8§ When the shadow state strikes, the regime can pretend it was not 
involved — but opposition forces still get the message. 


Other regimes respond to growing discontent by deploying an intense 
period of violence that is so visceral and painful that it remains in the public 
imagination long after it has taken place. Once this has been done, beatings 
and murder may not be required on a regular basis, because people can 
easily be reminded of what happened in the past — and the potential for it to 
happen again. As they say in Zimbabwe, you do not always have to burn the 
house down — in some cases merely ‘shaking the matchbox’!? has the 
desired effect. In other words, once a pattern of repression has been 
established, it becomes possible to sustain it in a manner that is relatively 
low key — censoring the media, denying permits for opposition rallies, 
arresting potential ‘troublemakers’ — thus generating the benefits of violence 
without the associated costs. All it takes is a gentle reminder of the brutality 
that is possible. People who survive state violence tend to have long 
memories. 


This kind of latent coercion is extremely valuable because it typically 
passes under the radar. It is hard to quantify and detect, and rarely makes 
international newspaper headlines. After all, how do you condemn the 
spectre of past violence being brought to voters’ minds, when this can be 
sold as pre-election peacebuilding? As a result, counterfeit democracies that 
employ these strategies are often seen as being relatively respectable by the 
international community.2° Once the initial condemnation of the use of 
extreme violence has died down — which, as we have discovered, can often 
happen after just six months — it becomes possible for the government to 
argue that ‘lessons have been learnt’ and that the country is on a stable and 
more peaceful footing. This is then the signal for international partners and 
companies sympathetic to the regime — or simply keen to exploit its 
resources and geostrategic potential — to re-engage, legitimizing the 
government and boosting its economic prospects (see chapter 6). In this 
way, clever authoritarians can use coercion without paying all of its costs. 


Fighting elections 


Electoral violence has become worryingly common in the world’s new 
multiparty political systems. In many cases, these stories do not make the 
headlines because not enough people die to make it newsworthy for foreign 
audiences; but for those involved, elections are often moments of 
considerable stress and worry — and, for an unfortunate minority, trauma. 


Consider the Sri Lankan elections of 26 January 2010. The polls were 
held nearly two years early because President Mahinda Rajapaksa wished to 
capitalize on the 2008 military defeat of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil 
Eelam (LTTE, often colloquially known as the Tamil Tigers), which had 
been operating in the eastern and northern part of the country for more than 
twenty-five years.2! But instead of the elections ushering in a new era of 
peace and harmony, the polls generated violence on a remarkable scale. 
Although the country is small, with a population of just 21.2 million, the 
Centre for Monitoring Election Violence (CMEV) counted 860 incidents.?2 
Some 386 of these were classified as ‘major’, meaning that they involved 
murder, attempted murder, hurt, grievous hurt, assault, threat and 
intimidation, misuse of state resources, robbery, arson or abduction. The 
vast majority of these incidents were carried out by Rajapaksa’s coalition, 
the United People’s Freedom Alliance (UPFA).2? 


In many cases, the violence followed the pattern of the civil war, with 
the use of indiscriminate attacks and explosives. In one of the most 
notorious incidents, gunmen opened fire on a bus near the town of 
Hungama, in the south of the island, killing a female supporter of opposition 
candidate Sarath Fonseka, and wounding at least four people.” In another 
high-profile attack, one of Fonseka’s campaign managers narrowly escaped 
the bombing of his house on 22 January after he had received a series of 
warnings and death threats.25 At the same time, the police were accused of 
intimidating opposition supporters through unnecessary searches and 
questioning,”° while Nil Balakaya, the youth wing of Rajapaksa’s party, was 
accused of threatening rival supporters.2” A further 148 ‘major incidents’ 
were reported on election day itself, and on 29 January, the day after the 
elections, Fonseka’s party office in Colombo was raided by police.?8 


Against this backdrop it is hardly surprising that the opposition struggled 
to mobilize support. The risks were too high. The ruling party did not need 
to attack everyone; it just needed to make everyone understand that they 
could be next. The tactic worked: after the end of the conflict with the Tamil 
Tigers, comprehensive control over the political system and the excessive 
use of force saw Rajapaksa re-elected with 58 per cent of the vote.?° 


However, while election violence tends to favour the ruling party, it is 
important to note that, much like electoral bribery, it may also be deployed 
by opposition leaders seeking to make inroads and to defend their turf. 
Conflict also sometimes develops inadvertently, during spontaneous clashes 
between government and opposition supporters. In Sri Lanka, for example, 
there were twenty pre-election acts of violence that were attributed to the 
opposition United National Party, and a number of incidents were also 
recorded on polling day.°° According to the most thorough academic study 
of this aspect of the election currently available, this strategy worked for 
both sides and as a result the two main candidates ‘experienced declines in 
the percentage of votes in polling divisions where opponent party activists 
committed acts of violence or intimidation’.>! In other words, both sides 
were guilty of violence, but the violence carried out by the ruling party was 
more effective. 


In some cases, all three dynamics — government-led, opposition-led and 
spontaneous outbreaks of violence — come into play at the same time. When 
this happens, physical attacks may be widespread at both the national and 
the local levels. The Brazilian local elections of October 2012 demonstrate 
this point well. Despite the fact that Brazil was widely seen to have 
consolidated an impressively stable democratic political system, and the 
elections were for local positions (where typically less is at stake), 5 per cent 
of all candidates reported being the target of attacks or the threat of attack. 
Worse still, twenty-two people were murdered in the run-up to the polls, 
leading 410 towns to request additional security from the police.*2 In the 
Brazilian context, political murders are driven by the complex interaction of 
political competition, the battle for control over political and economic 
resources, and personal feuds in a country in which the rule of law is often 
weak.33 Against this backdrop, elections do not cause violence so much as 
bring it to the fore. Still, such widespread abuses damage the integrity of the 
democratic process. 


A similar story emerges from elections in Guatemala, where presidential 
polls in 2007 and 2011 were marked by widespread clashes that, in the latter 
year, resulted in the death of at least thirty-six candidates and activists. 
Elections did not simply generate this conflict; rather, they played into and 
exacerbated an already dysfunctional political context.*4 Despite Guatemala 
only having 14 million inhabitants, roughly 5,500 are murdered each year, 
making it one of the most dangerous countries in the world. One of the 
reasons for this is the existence of the drug cartels that have become 
embedded within the political landscape, some of which have migrated there 


from Mexico to escape that country’s ‘War on Drugs’.*> 


Growing competition between the cartels, and the refusal of Guatemala- 
based Mexican groups to buy into a tacit agreement between their 
Guatemalan counterparts and the country’s government to avoid using 
violence against civilians, help explain the high murder rate.3° This also 
accounts for a considerable portion of the spike in violence in 2011, as rival 
cartels sought to make sure that sympathetic or corrupt politicians who 
could be bought off would end up winning.*” In turn, the failure of the state 
to effectively investigate these abuses — just 2 per cent of the violent 
incidents have been successfully prosecuted?* — contributed to the rise of a 
culture of impunity that has in turn encouraged the further use of violence. 


Violence as a tool of electoral manipulation 


Authoritarian governments use a vast array of different methods for 
inflicting violence around elections. Indeed, the range of strategies available 
to counterfeit democrats is frightening. These efforts can be broken down 
into three broad and overlapping categories: assassination, intimidation and 
detention of opposition leaders; harassment of opposition supporters, civil 
society representatives and the media to generate a culture of fear and 
intimidation in order to reduce turnout and criticism of the regime; and the 
use of violence to displace voters, and thereby disenfranchise them. 


Removing rivals 


In the first chapter, we discussed how authoritarian regimes that act early are 
able to prevent opposition candidates from even making it onto the ballot. 
But many authoritarian regimes act too late or fail to prevent opposition 
figures from standing because they enjoy too much public support or 
international backing. Under these circumstances, authoritarian states may 
simply remove rivals by throwing them in jail. 


In Russia, opposition leaders and civil society activists are frequently 
arrested for doing little more than arranging public meetings and speaking 
their mind. Notably, in August 2016 one of the most prominent opposition 
figures to hold public office, Yevgeny Urlashov, was sentenced to twelve 
and a half years in prison.2° The former mayor of Yaroslavl and anti- 
corruption campaigner had built a reputation for being an outspoken critic of 
the Kremlin. His allies believe that the charges were politically motivated, 
designed to prevent him from building an opposition stronghold in a city 
that sits 250 kilometres northeast of Moscow. 


Just one year before his arrest in 2013, Urlashov had been elected mayor 
of Yaroslavl in a landslide, taking 70 per cent of the vote.4° A member of 
Civic Platform, the opposition party founded by Russian billionaire Mikhail 
Prokhorov, Urlashov’s rise to prominence hinted that anti-government 
sentiment was not confined only to Moscow, but had spread to regional 


towns. Indeed, just before he was detained Urlashov had spoken about his 
intention to run for a more powerful position — that of governor of Yaroslavl 
Oblast. This represented a significant threat to United Russia, the ruling 
party of Vladimir Putin. An opposition supporter even went so far as to 
argue that ‘the road to the Kremlin is through Yaroslavl’.*! In this way, 
Urlashov’s independent power base had the potential to challenge Putin’s 
political dominance. 


Targeting Urlashov thus served two purposes for the government. Once 
a district court had found him guilty of extorting one bribe and receiving a 
second of 17 million rubles, a potential opposition figurehead was removed 
from the political stage. At the same time, the former mayor’s fall from 
grace served as an important lesson to other opposition leaders not to get 
ideas above their ‘correct’ station in Russia’s politics. Far from keeping the 
arrest under wraps, a video of Urlashov being arrested by masked members 
of the security forces was broadcast on state television to ensure that the 
lesson hit home.*? The message was clear: behave like Urlashov and you 
will meet the same fate, or worse. 


In other cases, opposition leaders have been forced to leave the political 
arena under the weight of the repression they face. This has frequently been 
the case in Tajikistan, where President Emomali Rahmon has won three 
elections in a row, none of which have been free and fair.*? Although his 
political movement — the ironically named People’s Democratic Party of 
Tajikistan — has secured more than 70 per cent of the seats in every election 
since 2000, Rahmon remains concerned that the latent opposition to his rule 
will one day coalesce around an opposition leader.** 


To prevent the rise of such a rival, he has adopted strong-arm tactics. For 
example, in the run-up to the 2013 presidential elections, the regime reacted 
to the decision of two opposition parties to nominate the well-known civil 
society leader Oinihol Bobonazarova as their candidate by threatening three 
of her family members with job losses and prosecution.*> She later dropped 
out of the race, citing the pressure from the authorities.*° 


Creating a culture of fear 


As is often the case, the government’s intimidation of Bobonazarova in 
Tajikistan was part of a much broader strategy designed to scare ordinary 
voters into either supporting the ruling party or staying home on election 
day. This included a number of attacks on Rahmon’s critics that were so 
frequent it created the sense that regime outsiders were collectively under 
attack. In May 2013, Zaid Saidov, the minister of industry who had recently 
established an opposition party, New Tajikistan, was detained at Dushanbe 
airport. He was later charged and found guilty of corruption, embezzlement, 


polygamy and rape. Other leaders from his party subsequently called a press 
conference to allege that he had received death threats warning him to ‘stay 
away from politics’ before his arrest. Around Saidov’s trial, the offices of 
New Tajikistan were sealed and protests in favour of his release were 
violently dispersed.*” As in the case of Urlashov in Russia, the message to 
the Tajik opposition was received loud and clear. 


The same month, Sherik Karamkhudoev, a prominent figure in the 
Islamic Renaissance Party of Tajikistan, was sent to jail for fourteen years in 
a trial conducted behind closed doors for ‘participating in mass disorders’. 
Karamkhudoev’s family have stated that he was tortured by security services 
from the time he went missing in April 2012 until his trial.*8 


It was not only individuals who were targeted. The Association of 
Young Lawyers (Amparo) was shut down on charges that it claims were 
trumped up by the courts because its work had exposed corruption and the 
use of torture within the Tajik army.*? In other areas, the law did not have to 
be manipulated because it was written to entrench authoritarian control. 
Notably, Tajiks do not enjoy freedom of speech and can be prosecuted for 
insulting the president or any government representative.°° Unsurprisingly, 
in this climate of violent repression and political fear, President Rahmon 
won the 2013 elections in a landslide.>! 


Moving the masses 


The benefits to incumbent leaders of generating a climate of fear are also 
clear from the case of Kenya, where political violence around elections has 
taken a particularly brutal and effective form. In the late 1980s, the 
government of President Daniel arap Moi’s Kenya African National Union 
(KANU) came under increasing pressure to end the country’s single-party 
status by legalizing opposition political parties. Moi initially sought to resist 
calls for reform, but, following the decision of international donors to 
withhold financial assistance until the government had embarked on ‘good 
governance’ reforms, he relented.>” 


Ahead of the transition to multiparty politics, Moi had argued that the 
one-party state should be maintained because unchecked political 
competition would result in rising ethnic tensions and violence.*? Once his 
one-party state had collapsed, he set about ensuring that his prophecy came 
true. In particular, the president’s political machine deployed violence to 
displace and disenfranchise suspected opposition supporters. More 
specifically, in the run-up to the elections in 1992 and 1997, the government 
plotted to create ‘KANU only’ zones in the regime’s heartlands of the Rift 
Valley.*4 To do this, the ruling party sponsored ethnic clashes in the area, in 
which militia groups aligned with the regime were encouraged to intimidate 


and attack ethnic communities such as the Kikuyu, who were assumed to 
support rival candidates.*> This strategy was particularly effective for two 
reasons. First, Moi’s own Kalenjin community had an established rite of 
passage that created tightly bound groups of men in generational cohorts and 
taught them how to fight.°® Second, some KANU supporters stood to gain 
greater political power and control over land and other resources by chasing 
away minority communities. In other words, they had both a motive and an 
opportunity to deploy political violence.>7 


By orchestrating the clashes, KANU was able to achieve two goals 
simultaneously: intimidating critics into staying quiet while keeping 
opposition voters away from the polls. In the run-up to the two elections 
held in the 1990s, clashes between rival communities led to over 2,000 
deaths and the displacement of over 500,000 people.°* Because many of 
those fleeing were not able to take their identification documents with them, 
and because Kenya had a rule that citizens could only vote where they had 
registered, the displacement of opposition supporters effectively 
disenfranchised them.*? 


However, even with rampant corruption and the targeted use of violence, 
Moi remained politically vulnerable. The Forum for the Restoration of 
Democracy (FORD) that had been set up to campaign for multiparty politics 
brought together a strong coalition of leaders from a range of different 
communities. Kenneth Matiba represented the powerful Kikuyu ethnic 
group while Oginga Odinga could deliver the support of most voters from 
his own Luo community. Other leaders commanded significant influence 
with the country’s smaller ethnic groups. Given Kenya’s strongly ethnic 
voting patterns, the array of forces lining up against Moi signalled that he 
might actually lose. Consequently, KANU responded to the launch of FORD 
by violently repressing the new movement, banning its rallies and detaining 
and beating Matiba, who never fully recovered from the torture that he 
experienced at the hands of state security officials. 


But FORD had too much momentum to be derailed by repression alone 
— and international criticism of repressive strategies hurt the reputation of 
the regime. As a result, Moi embarked on a different approach, buttressing 
the intimidation of opposition supporters with a form of divide-and-rule 
politics delivered with Machiavellian skill.°! One of the main elements of 
this programme was to have government-funded operatives infiltrate FORD 
by passing themselves off as opposition activists and, once on the inside, 
encouraging rifts between different factions of the pro-democracy 
movement. ©? 


Setting FORD’s leaders against one another was a fairly easy task given 
the size of their egos, their personal ambitions and the tensions between the 


ethnic groups they represented.®? Odinga, who took over the leadership of 
FORD following Matiba’s detention, had long dreamed of occupying State 
House, and — as one of the only FORD leaders not to have recently served 
under the KANU government — saw himself as the country’s most credible 
opposition leader. For his part, Matiba expected that his bravery in 
launching the campaign for multiparty politics, and his suffering in 
detention, would be rewarded with the FORD ticket for the presidential 
election. 


Armed with this information, government agents carefully drove a 
wedge into the heart of the opposition. When Matiba arrived back in Nairobi 
following hospital treatment in London, KANU paid for people to bolster 
his welcome party, cheering him home.® The more confident Matiba 
became about his chances, the less willing he was to play second fiddle to 
Odinga. Over the weeks that followed, FORD began to split in two, 
effectively becoming two parties in one, FORD—Asili under Matiba, and 
FORD-Kenya under Odinga. Having deliberately placed barriers in the way 
of new parties officially registering to contest the elections ever since the 
constitution had been changed to legalize opposition parties, the Registrar of 
Parties approved both applications to ensure that FORD would appear twice 
on the ballot paper — therefore dividing the vote between them.°° 


Along with the corruption perpetrated by the regime, and some targeted 
ballot-box stuffing, the splitting of the opposition enabled Moi to retain 
power with just 31 per cent of the vote. Had Matiba and Odinga remained 
united, they would probably have won; on their own, they both fell way 
short of Moi’s total, but between them they secured 36 per cent of the 
vote.®” Moi’s strategy had worked. Divide and rule had become divide and 
win. 


The multiple uses of political violence 


This combination of violence and divide-and-rule politics is not unique to 
Kenya. It is particularly common in regimes that face the threat of both 
external opposition and internal fragmentation. Countries typically transition 
to multiparty politics from personal dictatorships, one-party states or 
military regimes. In all three cases, the executive has typically benefited 
from the fact that opposition to its rule has been illegal. Most analysis of this 
kind of pure authoritarianism focused on the most obvious aspect of this 
form of political control: the capacity to prohibit rival political movements 
and detain rival leaders. After all, if you could manage to jail a rival or ban 
their party outright, not much else was needed to win an election. But the 
ability to ban opposition forces was important in a second way, because it 
also helped leaders maintain internal discipline. 


To see why, it is worth looking back to the 1960s, shortly after African 
states won independence from their colonial masters. Having secured 
political autonomy, the continent’s ‘founding fathers’ faced two main 
challenges: first, to develop economies that had been set up to serve the 
colonial metropole rather than their own people; and second, to manage their 
broad coalitions. These tasks proved to be equally difficult. During colonial 
rule, groups with completely different agendas were able to unify in 
opposition to their common enemy: the colonial power.®® But once 
independence was achieved, and the common enemy removed, their vast 
differences were laid bare. Infighting began almost immediately. 


As a result, hope and expectation quickly turned to frustration and 
distrust. One consequence of this was that the continent’s presidents and 
prime ministers started to receive threats that unless they were more 
generous in the distribution of jobs and resources, disgruntled leaders and 
factions would leave their coalitions. In Zambia, for example, President 
Kenneth Kaunda railed against the members of his own party who had been 
‘blackmailing’ him into making unaffordable concessions. It was against 
this backdrop that leaders in countries such as Kenya, Senegal, Tanzania and 
Zambia established one-party states.”? By prohibiting opposition, the likes 
of Kaunda simultaneously removed the threat of rival parties gaining ground 
and the possibility of defection, strengthening their hand against internal 
opposition. In the years to come, it would be easier — though far from 
straightforward — to manage their own coalitions. 


The legalization of opposition parties in Latin America, post-communist 
Europe and sub-Saharan Africa during the last three decades of the twentieth 
century once again exposed leaders to forces that threatened the cohesion of 
their ruling coalition. With the possibility of forming a new party or joining 
an opposition coalition, defection was put back on the table, and with it the 
ability to ‘blackmail’ the executive. Moreover, as in post-independence 
Africa, many of the dominant political parties that we see around the world 
today are effectively broad coalitions. With a small number of important 
exceptions, these alliances lack a coherent ideological underpinning, and are 
largely kept together by personal networks, clientelism and patronage. But if 
such coalitions are held together by the doling out of slices of the 
government pie, then such governments are liable to fragment dangerously 
when there are only crumbs left. 


This dynamic places particularly strong pressure on the executive in 
cases where elections have been close, because under these conditions the 
defection of a section of the ruling alliance can be the difference between 
winning and losing. It is in situations like this, when leaders face strong 


opposition from within and from without, that the most extreme forms of 
political violence become likely. 


For example, it was precisely this consideration that made ethnic 
cleansing such an attractive proposition to Hutu elites in Rwanda after plans 
were put in place to reintroduce multiparty elections in the early 1990s.7! 
Having come to power in a coup in 1973, Juvénal Habyarimana constructed 
a single-party state under the National Revolutionary Movement for 
Development (MRND). However, in the late 1980s the MRND’s political 
control was undermined by economic difficulties and the invasion of the 
Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), a force of mostly Tutsi refugees who had 
been living in exile in Uganda, which enjoyed the support of the government 
of the Ugandan president, Yoweri Museveni. At the same time, 
Habyarimana also faced sources of opposition closer to home. In particular, 
the president’s willingness to favour his own northern base when giving out 
state jobs and resources sparked criticism from disgruntled Hutus in the 
south and centre of the country. 


International actors responded by supporting a dual strategy of 
simultaneous peace negotiations and political liberalization, hoping that a 
process of conflict resolution would culminate in elections. Over the next 
two years Habyarimana legalized political parties, and entered into talks to 
end the war. However, neither Habyarimana nor the hardline figures around 
him were committed to democratic reform.’? One of their greatest worries 
was that although it appeared to be powerful, the MRND would not hold 
together when the opportunity for defection presented itself.’ Instead, shorn 
of the legal protection of a ban on opposition parties, the government was 
vulnerable to fragmentation, raising the prospect that it could be 
outmanoeuvred by a new alliance of Tutsi and moderate Hutu forces.”4 


In response, Hutu extremists began articulating a hardline pro-Hutu 
agenda and planning an unprecedented programme of political violence. The 
central component of this strategy was the demonization of Tutsis. Through 
this process, Rwandan Tutsis came to be identified with the RPF, even if 
they had little to do with the rebellion; the Rwandan army even staged fake 
attacks on Kigali that they blamed on Rwandan Tutsis in order to bring this 
particular scapegoat to life.7> In the background, armed militias, notably the 
infamous Interahamwe, were trained, to enable the regime to make good on 
its threats. 


While this strategy served to entrench political and ethnic cleavages, it 
had disastrous consequences for political stability and national identity. In 
contrast to many of the other cases discussed here, violence went from being 
a strategy for retaining political control to an end in itself. In the process, 
radical Hutu elites ceased to be concerned by the need to hide their activities 


in order to maintain the regime’s reputation. While this may have been 
partly because they retained the support of the French government — which 
had helped to arm the regime — and so believed they could get away with the 
atrocities that they were committing,’° it also serves as a visceral reminder 
that political violence does not always follow a rational logic, and risks 
spinning out of control. 


In the Rwandan context, the impact of the hardliners’ strategy was to 
polarize the political system into ‘Hutu’ and ‘Tutsi’ blocs in which 
individuals were placed under great pressure to defend and support their 
own community. As a result, hardline Hutu leaders were empowered to 
depict dissenting individuals as ‘traitors’, and hence to impose intra-group 
discipline.”’ 


At the same time, many ordinary Hutu citizens who had been sold the 
story of a Tutsi plot against the nation demanded that their government act 
against the political and economic ‘threat’ represented by ‘outsiders’.78 
Taken together, these two developments enabled Hutu leaders to escape 
sanction for violent acts — and made it harder for more moderate leaders to 
succeed. Thus, by increasing the tension between the two communities, the 
MRND reduced the threat that moderate Hutus and Tutsis would join forces. 


As the use of divide-and-rule strategies became more pronounced, the 
political system became increasingly divided between a cluster of more 
extreme parties such as the MRND and the Coalition for the Defence of the 
Republic (CDR), collectively known as Hutu Power, and a range of 
moderate and increasingly fearful opposition parties.” When the president’s 
plane was shot down in controversial circumstances,®° Hutu Power 
extremists used his death as a pretext for the onset of genocide. 
Subsequently, the presidential guard and Interahamwe instigated a wave of 
killing that was taken up — often under duress — by ordinary Hutus.®! The 
resulting tsunami of violence claimed the lives of over 800,000 Tutsis, along 
with many Hutus who bravely refused to participate. 


Although political violence is most shocking when it involves genocide, 
it has not always been expressed in ethnic terms. Rather, in countries such as 
Zimbabwe, the divide between ‘us’ and ‘them’ has been defined on a 
partisan or economic basis. The strategies employed by Robert Mugabe to 
retain power demonstrate this point well.8? As we saw in chapter 2, by the 
early 2000s, the ZANU-PF government had come under mounting pressure 
both inside the party, from a new generation of leaders, and outside it, from 
a fast-growing opposition.*? 


As in Rwanda, this combination encouraged the ruling party to deploy 
violence as a political strategy. Fearing that ZANU-—PF might eventually 


lose power, Mugabe moved to turn one of his weaknesses into a strength, 
and formed an alliance with the war veterans. To do so, he reversed his 
previous stance on agricultural policy and encouraged the invasion of white- 
owned farms in order to meet the demands of his new constituency.** This 
change of strategy ushered in a period of intense political repression that had 
two goals: to make it near impossible for the opposition MDC to function, 
and to frighten those within ZANU-PF into staying loyal. 


Of course, the violence utilized in Zimbabwe did not approach the scale 
of the genocidal acts committed in Rwanda, but Mugabe nonetheless proved 
to be one of Africa’s most adept practitioners of repression. However, 
although earlier violence against the president’s political opponents in 
Matabeleland featured a clear ethnic dimension,®> the attacks on the MDC 
were not defined in ethnic terms. Instead, the government fostered a sense of 
‘us’ versus ‘them’ that did not map onto ethnic divisions. The party’s 
intellectuals had long been engaged in the process of reinterpreting 
Zimbabwean history, playing on the country’s multifaceted liberation 
struggle to construct a narrative in which ZANU-PF were national saviours, 
their actions necessary to defend the country’s sovereignty against foreign 
aggressors. °° 


Within official ‘patriotic history’, opponents were demonized as ‘sell- 
outs’ and thus legitimate targets of state violence.*” Following the rise of the 
MDC and the growing support for the opposition, the focus of patriotic 
history was tweaked. By aligning ZANU-PF with an influential group of 
war veterans, Mugabe reaffirmed his ‘revolutionary’ credentials, heading off 
internal criticism.8° 


At the same time, ZANU-PF exploited some white farmers’ support for 
the MDC to depict the opposition party as a tool of Zimbabwe’s white 
minority and, by extension, as a representative of foreign colonial powers. 
But although Mugabe played heavily on race, the regime hit out against 
black communities of varying ethnicities that were known to have either 
voted MDC or to have failed to provide sufficient support for ZANU-PF. 
Consequently, violence followed lines of party allegiance that cut across 
communal identities. In turn, the effectiveness of Mugabe’s strategy 
demonstrates the capacity of counterfeit democracies to shape and reshape 
political cleavages to their own advantage.®? 


As we saw in chapter 1, the significance of violence to electoral 
outcomes in Zimbabwe is best demonstrated by the fraught contest of 2008. 
In the first round of voting, the momentum behind the MDC enabled its 
leader, Morgan Tsvangirai, to push Mugabe into second place (the first time 
this had happened), but neither candidate got enough votes to win outright. 
Facing likely electoral defeat, the wave of violence that ZANU-—PF 


unleashed in response was so ferocious that Tsvangirai felt that he had no 
option but to pull out of the second-round run-off, which in turn meant that 
Mugabe was returned to office.?? Thereafter, the constant threat of violence 
served as an ever-present deterrent against anyone else crossing Mugabe — 
inside the party or outside it. 


Reducing the cost of violence 


One of the major risks of deploying violence is detection and prosecution, as 
the case of Kenya makes clear. Following a flawed election in 2007/8 in 
which President Mwai Kibaki was declared the winner, ethnic clashes 
erupted on an unprecedented geographical scale, leading to over 1,000 
deaths and the displacement of 600,000 people. After militias supportive of 
the opposition Orange Democratic Movement (ODM) targeted communities 
assumed to have voted for the president’s Party of National Unity (PNU), 
similar groups allied to the government committed ‘revenge attacks’.?! The 
clashes made headlines around the world, and a combination of domestic 
and international pressure led to a government investigation that found 
evidence that a number of political leaders had played a central role in 
organizing the violence. 


Following the failure of the Kenyan government to establish a domestic 
tribunal to try those named in the report, the International Criminal Court 
(ICC), an intergovernmental organization that sits in The Hague in the 
Netherlands, launched prosecutions against a number of prominent figures, 
including opposition leader William Ruto and establishment leader Uhuru 
Kenyatta.°2 Although these prosecutions ultimately collapsed, they caused 
major embarrassment and annoyance to Ruto and Kenyatta, who had to 
travel to The Hague to defend themselves. 


Indeed, it seems likely that the court proceedings, and the knowledge 
that the world was watching, temporarily made political leaders and 
journalists more cautious of the use of hate speech and political violence at 
the next election in 2013.9 In that contest, the combination of the ICC 
process, a strong domestic and international campaign for peace, and the 
heavy deployment of state security forces in potential hot spots resulted in a 
much smaller number of deaths around polling day, despite the disputed 
outcome.® The fallout from the Kenya crisis highlights the potential risk to 
political leaders of deploying violence in an era in which regional and 
international courts such as the ICC can bring cases against those seen to 
have undermined human rights. 


However, there are strategies that clever authoritarians can use to hide 
their tracks. One of the factors that made it hard to prosecute Ruto and 
Kenyatta was that the two leaders were alleged to have helped fund and 


deploy violence through loosely organized militias. This made it more 
difficult to prove their guilt, because doing so typically requires 
demonstrating that the accused had effective control of a coherent 
organization. Unless this can be shown, leaders can claim that they did not 
know what was happening, or that their orders were not followed or were 
misunderstood.°> 


In Kenya, in order to make an effective case against William Ruto 
prosecutors argued that he was in control of an organized and hierarchical 
‘Kalenjin network’.°° This was a problematic claim: even some of Ruto’s 
critics, who believed that he was guilty, would not have characterized these 
militias in quite this manner. As a result of the way that prosecutors were 
forced to make their case, and the controversy and intimidation surrounding 
the process, many academics and experts were unwilling to testify.°” In turn, 
this significantly weakened the case of the prosecution. 


Thus, operating outside formal structures can enable leaders to escape 
censure for their actions by making it harder for human rights organizations 
to lay the blame for election violence at their door. While the police and 
security forces are often involved in political intimidation, leaders can use 
unidentified groups or individuals who cannot be easily traced back to them 
for the worst violence. Doing so creates an aura of plausible deniability that 
can prove politically convenient. 


A second strategy that can reduce the cost of violence for incumbents is 
to create a political landscape whereby intimidation and fear are part of 
everyday life, to the extent that overt force rarely has to be used. This is a 
strategy that has been effectively deployed in Zimbabwe by ZANU-PF. 
Following the explicit state-led violence of 2008, President Robert Mugabe 
was obliged to form a power-sharing government with the MDC, creating 
the post of prime minister for Morgan Tsvangirai. Although the MDC 
lacked real power within this forced marriage, ZANU-PF was keen not to 
repeat the experience. Consequently, for the subsequent 2013 elections, the 
ruling party reined in physical attacks, not because its underlying instincts 
had changed, but because they were no longer needed.?8 


Once the coercive capacity of the government had been demonstrated, 
intimidation could be achieved through implied threats (‘shaking the 
matchbox’), brought to life by more sporadic beatings and arson. As part of 
this strategy, the government even established the Zimbabwe Human Rights 
Commission (ZHRC) in a bid to appear serious about investigating and 
preventing human rights abuses. In reality, this was a PR strategy with little 
substance; the commission was so starved of resources and inhibited by the 
country’s legal framework that the first chairman, Reginald Austin, resigned 
in protest. And as the polls neared, ZANU-—PF militants set up bases in 


disputed rural voting districts to intimidate any more independent-minded 
voters.°? 


Along with a number of difficulties that beset the opposition, including 
internal splits and public disappointment at the limitations of the power- 
sharing government, this enabled Mugabe to have his cake and eat it. On the 
one hand, the government won the election with a comfortable majority. On 
the other, observers were forced to admit that the environment surrounding 
the polls was a significant improvement on 2008, creating the impression 
that ZANU-—PF was engaged in a process of reform. 


Indeed, things seemed so calm on the surface that African Union 
observers, who rarely look too closely at how ruling parties retain power, !° 
could report that ‘Voting was conducted in an atmosphere devoid of 
violence, harassment and disturbances.’ !9! 


The consequences of violence 


Political violence is a particularly effective strategy of electoral 
manipulation. Evidence from countries as diverse as Nigeria and Mexico 
shows that individuals who suffer, or who live in areas blighted by, violence 
are less likely to go to the polls, making repression an effective way for 
ruling parties to depress the opposition vote.!°? As a result, cross-national 
studies have found that the deployment of violence increases both a 
government’s prospects of victory and its likely victory margin.!9% 
Moreover, by deploying violence against both internal and external enemies, 
leaders can help to prevent defections while suppressing the opposition vote. 
However, while the deployment of political violence helps incumbents 
retain power in the short term, it can create long-term division and political 
volatility — in some cases undermining the very fabric of national 
identity. !° 


This is clear from the Rwandan case (pp. 110-12), but it is also true of 
countries that do not deteriorate into such extremes: even when violence is 
deployed in a more targeted and careful way, it can still throw off the fragile 
political and cultural balance needed to maintain stability and peace. By 
playing divide-and-rule politics, leaders harden identities that exacerbate 
social tensions. By boosting the capacity and importance of the police and 
the security forces, an emphasis on coercion enables ‘securocrats’ to exert 
greater influence over broader policy issues.!° And by arming and funding 
gangs and militias, regimes risk undermining the capacity of the state to 
maintain political order in the long run. 


The danger posed by political violence is particularly high in post- 
conflict contexts. Although international actors often see the holding of an 


election as the successful culmination of a peace process,!° such polls can 


have deleterious consequences if safeguards are not put in place. 


The dangers of post-conflict elections are well illustrated by the case of 
Cambodia. Following the fall of the brutal and genocidal Khmer Rouge 
regime in 1979, and the end of the subsequent Vietnamese occupation, the 
country held elections in 1993. In part because these elections were tightly 
policed by the international community and held under the supervision of 
the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC), they 
were relatively successful. Although Norodom Ranariddh and his royalist 
FUNCIPEC (United National Front for an Independent, Neutral, Peaceful, 
and Co-operative Cambodia) won a majority of the vote, he formed a 
coalition government with the Cambodian People’s Party, whose leader, 
Hun Sen, became second prime minister. 


However, Hun Sen, a former prime minister and member of the Khmer 
Rouge, was not willing to play second fiddle. Following clashes between the 
two factions that killed dozens of people, Hun Sen moved to topple 
Ranariddh and seize power for himself in a coup. According to the UN 
Centre for Human Rights in Cambodia, this period saw over 100 political 
killings,!°7 described as ‘a systematic campaign of intimidation, torture, and 
summary executions’! 


Once Hun Sen had established control of the military and the 
government, he was persuaded to hold elections in 1998 as had been 
scheduled. However, the campaign occurred under the most difficult of 
conditions, as ‘Voters were forced by CPP [Cambodian People’s Party] 
officials to swear oaths to vote for their party, sometimes in the presence of 
Buddhist monks. In some cases, villagers were even asked to drink from a 
glass with a bullet resting on the bottom to demonstrate their commitment to 
vote for the CPP.’! In total, the UN Centre for Human Rights investigated 
140 reports of political violence between 20 May and 27 June 1998, 
including twelve deaths.!!° 


Against this backdrop, the result of the election was hardly surprising. 
Hun Sen was elected prime minister after his party won a majority of seats 
in the National Assembly. The CPP has remained in power ever since. 


As the Cambodian experience demonstrates all too clearly, holding 
elections in challenging contexts may generate significant difficulties for 
both national unity and long-term democratization. Deterring the use of 
violence around elections is therefore an essential, but extremely difficult, 
task. None of the cases discussed in this chapter has seen the successful 
prosecution of the main perpetrators. There are obvious reasons for this. 
When violence is deployed by the ruling party, the government has a vested 


interest in covering it up. Given the limited independence of the police, 
media and courts in most counterfeit democracies, this means that 
prosecutions for election-related violence are unlikely to advance unless 
they are of the opposition or figures who have fallen out of favour. 


Indeed, in some cases the previous use of violence becomes a fresh 
barrier to political reform, because those who have perpetrated it — militias, 
state security agents, political leaders — fight harder against losing power to 
opposition parties who may seek to prosecute them for past abuses. As we 
noted in the introduction to this book, when faced with the threat of 
prosecution, incumbent leaders have an additional incentive to rig elections 
so that they can protect their immunity. 


Strengthening democracy and deterring political violence 


This raises the question of whether there is anything the international 
community can do to prevent the worst excesses of political violence. 
Western powers have long asserted a right of intervention in cases of severe 
human rights violations.!!! The contemporary version of this argument 
came to the fore in April 2017, after President Bashar al-Assad of Syria 
launched a sarin nerve gas attack on his own people in the town of Khan 
Shaykhun.!!2 Even in the context of a prolonged civil war noted for its 
brutality, the indiscriminate use of gas made headlines around the world. 


In turn, photographs of young children foaming at the mouth had a ‘big 
impact’ on US President Donald Trump, who suggested that Assad had 
crossed a red line and that the decent nations of the world were duty-bound 
to act.!!3 Shortly after, Trump moved to launch fifty-nine missiles against a 
Syrian airbase, in an attack that was designed to hurt the regime’s ability to 
deploy chemical weapons, and to demonstrate the high cost of its doing so. 


Trump’s response itself turned out to be highly controversial and 
sparked a heated international debate. While Assad’s allies claimed that 
there was no evidence that he was responsible for the use of the gas, a 
number of critical newspapers speculated as to whether the United 
Kingdom, which had spoken out against Assad,!!4 had in fact sold his 
regime the chemicals in the first place. Others suggested that the use of force 
might prove unproductive.!!5 However, what was less controversial was the 
idea that certain types of government abuses, if proven, should not be 
overlooked. Indeed, in the late 1990s, the belief that there are certain human 
rights violations so bad that the international community cannot allow them 
to pass unchallenged led 139 states to support the formation of an 
international court with the capacity to try leaders for major crimes such as 
genocide, crimes against humanity and war crimes: the International 
Criminal Court, already briefly introduced above (pp. 110—12).!!6 


In principle, the formation of the ICC represented a decisive blow 
against authoritarian excess. Although only 118 of the 139 countries that 
signed the Rome Statute ultimately ratified the document — meaning that 
they were willing to use the ICC in their own state — this represented a wide 
range of countries, including a large number outside the classic club of 
Western liberal democracies. Moreover, the court’s decision to launch 
prosecutions in Kenya, discussed in the previous section (pp. 115-17), 
highlights its potential to punish the perpetrators of electoral violence and so 
dissuade against its political use. But as we have seen, the ICC faces a 
number of major challenges when it comes to effectively addressing 
government-led abuses. The first of these has already been addressed: by 
using non-state structures, leaders can make it difficult for international 
prosecutors to build their cases. 


Two more structural challenges compound this problem. First, the ICC 
lacks the capacity to collect evidence and is therefore dependent on the co- 
operation of the countries in which it works. This is akin to the prosecution 
or the police asking the accused criminal for help in gathering and providing 
evidence about the crime being investigated. The problems with that 
arrangement are obvious. Second, the ICC has no formal witness protection 
programme, which leaves those who give evidence to the court particularly 
vulnerable.!!7 These two weaknesses contributed to Ruto’s and Kenyatta’s 
ability to defeat the charges laid against them. A remarkable number of key 
witnesses died, disappeared or changed their minds during the course of the 
trial, undermining the prosecutors’ evidence base.!!8 Furthermore, the 
Kenyan government unsurprisingly failed to offer its full support, especially 
once Kenyatta and Ruto formed an ‘anti-prosecution’ alliance and won 
power as president and deputy president in 2013. The Kenyan case thus 
demonstrates why the ICC is usually only effective when the accused has 
lost power and the new regime wants to punish the old one. 


Although the failure of the ICC in the case of Kenya has been 
particularly glaring, it is only one in a series of examples in which the court 
has been left with egg on its face. Prosecutions in the Democratic Republic 
of Congo, Sudan and Uganda have been no less controversial, and rarely 
successful. !!9 


The difficulties experienced by the ICC suggests that other non-judicial 
strategies might be more effective in combating the use of electoral 
violence. The United Kingdom and the United States have, for example, 
been willing to use sanctions to target those who fund and organize 
violence, for example by freezing their assets or by denying them the right 
to travel. These strategies have the clear advantage that they can be 
implemented quickly and on the basis of less evidence. They can also be put 


in place before and during violent episodes, and have a more immediate 
deterrent effect. 


However, such efforts have three significant limitations. The first is that 
while these punishments represent annoyances, they are rarely applied 
widely enough to undermine a regime’s hold on power.!2° The second is 
that they are subject to the foreign-policy interests of Western states. The 
United States isn’t about to freeze the assets of a geopolitical ally, such as 
the Saudi monarchy, over ongoing political repression and brutality. As we 
shall see in chapter 6, the enforcement of democratic norms varies in part in 
accordance with the vested interests of global powers. Finally, direct 
Western intervention is problematic because it is often perceived as neo- 
colonial meddling.'*! Indeed, the inconsistent application of human rights 
principles is one of the main factors that empowers many authoritarian 
leaders to depict the treatment they receive as being arbitrary and unfair. 


This has also been a significant problem for the ICC. A series of 
prosecutions of African leaders in the 2000s left the court vulnerable to the 
accusation that it was carrying out the agenda of Western powers, targeting 
weaker African states while ignoring comparable crimes committed by 
European or North American leaders.!22 Although many African countries 
played an active role in the formation of the ICC, campaigns led by African 
leaders prosecuted by the court in recent years have resulted in the 
emergence of an anti-colonial critique that has proved to have considerable 
resonance with leaders and ordinary people alike.!23 This has allowed war 
criminals to deflect blame by painting themselves as victims of an 
imperialist and even racist system. 


The limited legitimacy of the ICC raises the question of whether 
interventions designed and implemented through more-inclusive 
international forums, such as the United Nations and regional bodies such as 
the African Union (AU), could provide a more legitimate and therefore more 
effective route to counter electoral violence around the world — a question 
that we take up in the conclusion. 


Violence comes with serious risks, which is why many leaders avoid it. 
Repression is often highly visible, and many savvy autocrats know that if 
they play their cards right and use alternative forms of electoral 
manipulation they can rig elections while securing international 
endorsement for their regimes. In the twenty-first century, such ‘clever’ 
election rigging is increasingly taking place in cyberspace — the Wild West 
of election rigging, its rules often unwritten and almost never enforced. 


Chapter 4 


HACK THE ELECTION 


Fake news and the digital frontier 


Andrés Septlveda sleeps under a bulletproof blanket, behind bombproof 
doors in a maximum-security prison in central Bogota, Colombia. When he 
travels to judicial hearings or to meet with prosecutors, he is accompanied 
by a caravan of motorcycles and armed guards with serious firepower. As 
they move at high speed through the Colombian capital, the motorcade uses 
sophisticated equipment to jam mobile phones, in order to lower the risk of a 
co-ordinated assassination attempt. 


Sepulveda is one of the world’s most effective digital election-rigging 
specialists. Now that he has been caught and put in jail, he is helping to 
atone for his crimes by pulling the digital curtain back. What he is exposing 
is not pretty and the people he used to work with want him dead. 


Sepulveda started small. In 2005, he began hacking into the files of 
opponents’ campaigns, stealing their databases of voters and donors, and 
occasionally defacing a website with digital graffiti. It was small-time 
digital harassment, but he began to understand how information could be the 
most powerful weapon in a democracy. After all, political competition is a 
battle to shape the opinions of the electorate. If you manipulate the 
information available to voters, you can manipulate the election too. 


Within a few years, Sepulveda was running a team of hackers that 
offered an array of services in the shadows of the internet that could take 
down Latin America’s most powerful politicians. For $20,000 a month, 
Septlveda would provide prospective campaigns with a menu of digital 
manipulation — from hacking smartphones and email servers to sending out 
mass texts or emails laced with perfectly timed misinformation. This was a 
pittance for campaigns that sought to secure re-election to the highest 
echelons of power in Latin America. As a result, business was brisk. 
Septlveda and his hacker squad worked for campaigns in Guatemala, 
Venezuela, Mexico, Honduras, El Salvador, Panama, Nicaragua and Costa 
Rica. Across the region, he knocked down left-wing rivals and helped his 
chosen right-wing candidates. While he could not guarantee a win, his team 
was able to confer a considerable advantage on its clients, and appears to 
have been responsible for several narrow victories. 


Unsurprisingly, Sepilveda was always careful to keep his work in the 
shadows. When anyone met with him in a hotel, he would not even allow a 
smartphone to enter the room. That meticulous attention to secrecy helped 
him net prominent clients in Latin American politics; he allegedly 


masterminded a digital effort to secure a big electoral win for Mexico’s 
current president Enrique Pefia Nieto in 2012. Sepulveda told law 
enforcement officers and a Bloomberg investigative team that he had been 
given a budget of $600,000 by the Pefia Nieto campaign.! With that money, 
according to Sepulveda, they hacked into opposition networks, stole files, 
tapped into private email accounts and used an enormous army of fake 
social media accounts to control the digital debate. 


Whenever Sepulveda chose to, he could make certain topics trend on 
Twitter, or use hundreds of rapid-response bots to shape a narrative in a 
more favourable direction for the campaign. After all, he realized, voters 
tended to respond and engage more with bots designed to look like real 
people than with slick elite pundits analysing the campaign on television. 
Through this process, Sepulveda accurately discerned the potency of fake 
authenticity. Or, as he put it from prison: ‘When I realized that people 
believe what the Internet says more than reality, I discovered that I had the 
power to make people believe almost anything.’? 


Partly thanks to Sepulveda’s alleged work in the digital shadows, Pefia 
Nieto narrowly won. As Sepulveda watched these returns alone in 
Colombia, he cracked open a beer, and then started getting rid of the 
evidence — drilling holes through hard drives, smashing phones and, for 
good measure, shredding all sensitive documents and flushing them down 
the toilet. 


Septlveda was eventually caught after operating more publicly as he 
tried to help the right-wing opposition candidate Oscar Ivan Zuluaga in 
Colombia in 2014. For his efforts to support Zuluaga’s campaign against 
peace talks with the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) 
rebels, he was arrested. During the trial, thugs representing powerful bosses 
held up photos of his family members, making clear that if he talked their 
lives would be at risk. Sepulveda eventually entered a guilty plea, 
confessing to crimes ranging from hacking to espionage. He is currently 
serving a ten-year prison sentence.? 


This high-stakes political intrigue is not unique to Latin America. 
Sepulveda is not the only person to have figured out that information is the 
most important weapon in democracies, particularly during election 
campaigns. In fact, some of what Sepulveda was doing echoes the infamous 
Watergate scandal surrounding US President Richard Nixon, which was 
fundamentally perpetrated in pursuit of the same goal: to steal damaging or 
valuable information from his political rivals. But the new digital tools of 
hacking, spreading misinformation online and social media manipulation 
have all presented fresh opportunities to play dirty in ways that Nixon could 


never have dreamed of, with worrying implications for the quality of 
democracy. 


The advantages of this kind of rigging are clear. Because it is often 
difficult to track the source of hacking and misinformation disseminated 
anonymously online, this is a strategy that ruling parties can set in motion 
and then disown. The same is true of spreading fake news generated in troll 
factories abroad, as it’s difficult to trace the origin and easy to deny 
involvement. The key is plausible deniability, which is far easier to establish 
when lies and misinformation are being spread through official propaganda 
channels. This is the same logic that explains why incumbent autocrats turn 
to militias that they can disown rather than using state security forces 
(chapter 3). Hacking from the shadows makes it easier for authoritarian 
leaders to orchestrate rigging and then wash their hands of it and point the 
finger elsewhere. 


Beyond helping leaders escape censure, digital disinformation and 
misinformation tactics can influence the way that both domestic and 
international audiences perceive a wide range of issues, from the record of 
the incumbent to the reputation of the opposition and the quality of the 
election itself. By throwing mud at the opposition, governments can create 
the impression that both sides are equally bad — regardless of whether that’s 
true or not. By spreading fake polling data and boosting the profile of 
regime insiders on social media, counterfeit democrats can create the 
impression that they are destined for victory. In turn, setting up the 
expectation of a good performance means that an overwhelming victory 
does not come as a surprise, and is less likely to arouse suspicion. In this 
sense, hacking and fake news may become a central element in the 
construction of a rigged election that is designed to secure international 
praise (as discussed in detail in chapter 6). 


However, these strategies are different from most of the others discussed 
in this book in one respect: they can be deployed by both the government 
and the opposition. In most cases, manipulation strategies clearly favour the 
ruling party. When it comes to gerrymandering, the ruling party has the 
power to set constituency boundaries (chapter 1). If we look at vote buying, 
it is clear that governments can generally outspend opposition parties 
(chapter 2). The same pattern holds for electoral violence, where incumbents 
can abuse their control of state security forces (chapter 3), and fraud, which 
requires control of the electoral commission if it is to be done successfully 
(chapter 5). But when it comes to hacking, ruling parties or candidates can 
be victims just as much as perpetrators. 


This is because opposition movements don’t need much money or 
infrastructure in order to hack. It’s cheap and can be done by a small number 


of people sitting in a room with an internet connection. Moreover, 
globalized information flows have internationalized this form of rigging in a 
way that is impossible to imagine with ballot-box stuffing or physical 
repression. The Russian government, for example, can now meddle with 
elections abroad without even having an agent leave Moscow or St 
Petersburg. One important implication of this shift is that foreign 
governments and networks have a new route through which to interfere in 
the electoral process in countries of interest to them. In this sense, the 
electoral chessboard has expanded considerably, as candidates and parties 
become the digital pawns of a geopolitical rivalry. 


These trends have come to the fore in the United States, where digital 
operatives working from Russia sought — at the very least — to collude with 
American supporters of Donald Trump to tilt the 2016 election in favour of 
the candidate of the opposition party. The strategies used during this period 
included the creation of fake news disparaging Trump’s main rival, Hillary 
Clinton, and efforts to amplify the reach and impact of pro-Trump messages. 
Russian troll farms were so successful that top-level Trump campaign 
officials even shared Kremlin propaganda on social media days before the 
election. In fact, Trump’s own son shared a tweet from a Kremlin-operated 
account on election day itself.* In at least one instance, Russian government 
accounts organized a series of pro-Trump rallies that Americans 
subsequently attended — all without leaving Russia.> While there is no clear- 
cut evidence to suggest that these tactics affected the outcome of the 
election, it is certainly possible, given that the result was decided by roughly 
80,000 votes spread across three crucial swing states. 


However, even though opposition figures can engage in digital hacking 
and fake news campaigns, incumbents still typically have the upper hand. In 
a liberalized media environment such as the United States, it is feasible for 
the opposition to effectively get its message across using mainstream and 
social media. This is less likely to happen in authoritarian states in which the 
government retains tight control of the information landscape. For example, 
autocrats who do not face a strong civil society and powerful business lobby 
can simply turn off access to the internet, undermining the kinds of 
strategies employed in the United States; counterfeit democrats may suffer 
embarrassing hacks but still be able to block their people from finding out 
about it.® 


Moreover, the capacity of the opposition to effectively deploy these 
strategies depends, in part, on the proportion of the population with access to 
a mobile phone and the rate of internet penetration. In the United States, you 
would have had to be living under a rock not to know about the hacking of 
Hillary Clinton’s emails and campaign documents. It spread like wildfire 


across social media platforms, which most Americans use, and then on even 
further, reaching the mainstream airwaves. But in places where social media 
penetration is limited, it is likely to be less important than traditional media 
such as radio and television. This is the case in much of sub-Saharan Africa, 
where only 31 per cent of the population is estimated to be connected to the 
internet — although this figure is increasing every year. Elsewhere, 
penetration rates tend to be higher: 47 per cent in Asia, 59 per cent in the 
Middle East, 62 per cent in Latin America, and over 80 per cent in Europe 
and North America.’ In those countries where fewer people have access to 
news and information through Facebook, Twitter and WhatsApp, the role of 
traditional and state media is typically more significant, which plays to the 
strengths of the ruling party. 


For example, in Ukraine’s 2014 elections, a Russian outfit known as 
CyberBerkut hacked into the Ukrainian Central Election Commission and 
changed the result to show that the winner was the far-right candidate, 
Dmytro Yarosh.® The commission noticed the attack just before the results 
went live, and managed to reverse it, avoiding the chaos that might have 
ensued from releasing the wrong winner’s name, and demonstrating the 
benefits that incumbents have when it comes to limiting the damage from an 
unfavourable hack. In Russia, the Kremlin-controlled state media operation 
broadcast the false result — suggesting a co-ordinated strategy to sow 
confusion and turmoil in Ukraine.? 


More recently, the suggestion that activists working to secure Donald 
Trump’s victory tried to hack election machines in the United States has 
focused attention on the fact that relatively few governments that use 
election technology have taken the necessary steps to protect digital 
information. This is clearly problematic, especially since some election 
machinery has no paper trail: sophisticated efforts to digitally stuff the ballot 
box or switch votes undetected pose a severe challenge to electoral integrity 
across the world. However, while it is true that in democracies the most 
significant risk may be that electoral data are hacked by radical opposition 
groups or external enemies, things look very different in the authoritarian 
world. 


Under counterfeit democrats, the use of electronic processes creates a 
new avenue through which leaders can push home their advantage. Most 
obviously, through their control of the electoral commission and, in some 
cases, the procurement of election technology, governments know which 
weaknesses in the digital election infrastructure to exploit. In some cases, 
this may mean simply being handed the necessary log-in details and 
passwords, removing the need for any actual hacking. Under these 


circumstances, it can be relatively easy to manipulate a digital register of 
eligible voters, and even the vote itself, to the incumbent’s advantage. 


Given this, the spread of digital election technology over the past ten 
years — which has often been celebrated as a potential saviour of democracy 
— is also a cause for concern. This is because its growing use has rendered 
the electoral process increasingly vulnerable to digital manipulation. 
Increasingly, the administration of elections — from voter registration 
databases to the tallying process — is being managed on digital servers. And 
a number of countries have also introduced electronic voting, including 
Brazil (general elections), Namibia (general elections), Norway (being 
piloted for local and parliamentary polls), Switzerland (used in parts of the 
country for municipal and cantonal polls) and the United States (used in 
parts of the country for general elections — for full details see appendix 16). 
That shift, aimed to make election administration more efficient and 
resilient, has also made it more vulnerable to new forms of interference. 


As a result, the digital manipulation of data and information is one of the 
newer strategies in the authoritarian toolbox. Moreover, it is likely to 
become more common as autocrats around the world come to appreciate its 
particular advantages. In addition to being hard to trace, some forms of 
digital manipulation are not illegal and do not necessarily even represent 
election rigging in a strict sense. This is clearly not the case when it comes 
to the fixing of election results, but it is true of the manipulation of news and 
information. 


Consider the efforts of companies such as Cambridge Analytica, a 
private political consultancy that is partly owned by Robert Mercer, an 
American hedge-fund manager known for supporting conservative causes. 
In the past few years, the company is believed to have worked on the 
campaigns of Donald Trump, the ‘Leave’ team in the United Kingdom’s 
Brexit referendum, and President Uhuru Kenyatta in Kenya, among others. 
Cambridge Analytica promises to ‘use data to change audience behavior’.!° 
In the electoral context, it does this by mining data about voters through 
online sites such as Facebook, and using this information to encourage its 
clients’ supporters to vote and their opponents to stay at home. Its platform 
is bespoke; it targets specific messages at each individual according to a 
sophisticated profile of their likely attitudes and beliefs based on their 
internet activity. 


While using ‘attack ads’ to demobilize opposition supporters and scare 
tactics to keep rival voters away from the polls clearly contravenes the spirit 
of democracy, it typically doesn’t break any laws. And while such activities 
may violate electoral regulations if they include clauses designed to ensure 
equal media access to different candidates, such provisions are rare and 


weakly enforced. Moreover, in counterfeit democracies, they are also likely 
to be treated as minor infractions by election monitors, and so are unlikely to 
be cited as evidence of a rigged election. 


Thus, by operating in this legal grey area, ruling parties can give 
themselves a significant electoral advantage while claiming to be merely 
following the example of campaigns in established democracies. 


The digital revolution 


Given the vulnerabilities exposed by digital innovation in elections, it is 
sobering to reflect that the digital revolution was initially widely hailed as 
the great democratizing force — a game-changer that would put citizens on 
an equal footing with despots. Digital information flows, it was often 
argued, would be harder to control. To some, that meant that autocrats 
would have to be on the defensive, as pundits predicted that tyrants would 
be toppled by tweets and the abuses of autocrats would be exposed on 
Facebook.!! 


This optimism was not completely misplaced, but enthusiasm for 
democracy’s digital revolution failed to accurately anticipate that digital 
platforms would simply become a new battleground, rather than a weapon to 
be wielded exclusively against counterfeit democrats. Indeed, despots have 
proved remarkably adept at using cyberspace to their advantage, finding 
new ways to use digital tools to rig elections. !2 


Unfortunately, the rise of fake news typically also undermines public 
confidence in key institutions, including both the traditional media and 
elements of the state itself. When it becomes difficult to discern what is true 
and what is false, citizens begin to place less trust in official institutions. 
While it is clear that the public is capable of disaggregating more and less 
reliable sources of information, there is also evidence that, overall, fake 
news has had the effect of increasing public scepticism and eroding the 
capacity of specific institutions to serve as accepted authorities. 


Significantly, this is a problem in both democratic and authoritarian 
contexts. According to a survey of 1,000 respondents conducted in Britain in 
2017, just 20 per cent of people said that they were confident that the news 
they were reading was real.'> If autocrats can achieve the same outcome, it 
will give them an enormous edge, because counterfeit democrats find it 
easier to hold onto power when they can rubbish and undermine 
independent sources of information that challenge the official state narrative. 


If they want to see how it’s done, the 2016 presidential election in the 
United States provides, as we have seen, some valuable lessons: the digital 
manipulation of information flows — both real and fake — were used to 
enrich the prospects for Donald Trump. Furthermore, that campaign also 


revealed the vulnerability of American election infrastructure to digital 
hacking, even if there is currently no evidence that any votes were actually 
changed in the process. While the United States is not an autocracy, and 
Trump was not the incumbent, it is worth reflecting on this experience 
because it provides one of the most far-reaching and best-documented cases 
of digital manipulation available. As a result, the American case reveals 
insights into the ways in which authoritarian leaders can and will deploy 
these techniques, often hidden by censorship and a lack of investigative 
journalism in undemocratic contexts. 


According to the unanimous findings of the United States intelligence 
community, most of the election interference during the campaign was 
directed by Russia’s government, likely at the behest of the Russian 
president Vladimir Putin.!* However, there were also other influencers — 
even including some teenagers who were just out to make some money. 


To get a sense of how this works, let us travel to Veles, a small 
Macedonian town of 40,000 people, nestled amid green hills on the banks of 
the Vardar river. The odds are very high that you have never heard of Veles 
(or of the Vardar) and do not know that much about Macedonia. However, 
the odds are even higher that you have read articles produced in Veles, a 
fake news factory that may have given the presidential candidate Donald 
Trump a decisive push towards the White House. Of course, some of the 
phoney stories churned out of Veles hurt Trump too. In the fake news 
factories of the world, what matters is not who wins or who loses but how 
many clicks can be generated for their hastily created sites. 


In February 2016, a young Macedonian teenager posted a false story on 
his website. Its premise was salacious, its ‘facts’ completely wrong. The 
story claimed that Donald Trump had accosted someone in the audience at a 
campaign rally and slapped him. This was not true. But the story took off on 
social media, and the young teenager made $150 in ad revenues from all the 
clicks he was generating. In that instant, he decided to quit high school and 
become a full-time producer and distributor of fake news on America’s 
elections.!5 Soon, he was raking in large sums of money by generating 
made-up viral stories. 


By October, Veles was home to more than 100 pro-Trump websites. 
They ran stories such as ‘Pope Francis forbids Catholics from voting for 
Hillary’ and ‘Proof surfaces that Obama was born in Kenya — Trump was 
right all along!’!© One seventeen-year-old involved in the fake news 
factories of Veles told BuzzFeed News that he did not care about Trump, 
Clinton or politics in general. Instead, he wanted to buy music equipment. 
Duping voters in America made that possible: ‘I started the site for an easy 
way to make money. In Macedonia the economy is very weak and teenagers 


are not allowed to work, so we need to find creative ways to make some 
money. I’m a musician but I can’t afford music gear. Here in Macedonia the 
revenue from a small site is enough to afford many things.’!’ It is 
impossible to say precisely how many people read the fake stories that may 
have been penned by a Macedonian teen in order to finance his desire for 
musical instruments, but the number is said to be enormous — as high as 126 
million on Facebook alone.!8 


Of course, not all the fabricated stories were being produced by youths 
in Macedonia. Some were written by men in their twenties in Romania. 
Others by young students in Georgia (the country, not the US state) like 
Bega Latsabidze. One of his articles, claiming that Mexico would close its 
border to Americans if Trump won the election, went viral and earned him 
some much-needed money to help fund his studies.!° And, of course, not all 
the fake stories were coming from outside the United States. One American 
media company called Disinfomedia, for example, registered domain names 
like washingtonpost.com.co and usatoday.com.co, in order to try to 
masquerade as the legitimate news outlets.2° They published debunked 
stories too, although some of these American efforts were ideologically 
rather than financially driven. But wherever the stories came from, the 
conveyor belt of disinformation likely had a significant impact on voter 
perceptions of the election campaign and the candidates contesting it.?! 


Sixty-two per cent of American adults reported getting at least some of 
their news from social media in 2016.22 That is not necessarily worrying. 
After all, new media replace old media in cycles, in the same way that mass 
printing in the nineteenth century drove citizens towards newspapers, and 
would later face new competition from radio and then television and now 
the internet. But social media present a new and much more uncontrollable 
challenge. In 2016, the most viral fake stories were shared more times than 
the most viral real stories.2? Furthermore, the sheer scale of the spread of 
misinformation is astonishing. One 2017 study examined 115 fabricated 
stories that were pro-Trump and 41 fabricated stories that were pro-Clinton. 
They found that those 156 stories were shared on Facebook a combined total 
of 37.6 million times. Each of those shares would be visible to the user’s 
network of Facebook friends, greatly amplifying its potential reach.2+ A 
thorough BuzzFeed analysis of social media during the campaign found that 
several fake news stories eclipsed the social media impact of many genuine 
news scoops, such as when the New York Times revealed that Donald Trump 
had actually declared the loss of nearly $1 billion in an unreleased tax 
return.”5 


All this raises the question of whether the fake ads benefited one side or 
the other, or cancelled themselves out. Of the twenty most shared fake news 


articles during the final stages of the presidential campaign, seventeen were 
explicitly pro-Trump or anti-Clinton. As multiple investigations after the 
election documented, pro-Trump messages were most effective — partly 
because of the demographics of Trump voters and partly because they had 
help from Russia to spread the news (of which more shortly). Topping the 
list of pro-Trump fake news was an absurd story claiming that Pope Francis 
had endorsed him, followed closely by another fabricated tale suggesting 
that Hillary Clinton sold weapons to ISIS.26 Both stories had nearly a 
million engagements on Facebook, and both were completely made up. Of 
course, many people would have known that these articles were not to be 
trusted, but some did not, and many equally false stories were more 
believable in tone. 


Despite appearances, the viral nature of these fake stories was not really 
organic. Instead, the incentives of impoverished teenagers in Macedonia 
aligned with the geopolitical machinations of the Kremlin. Fake news 
factories were the unwitting accomplices of the most high-profile digital 
election interference campaign by a major state power in modern history. If 
the analysis of the United States intelligence community is correct, Vladimir 
Putin sought to influence the election to help elect Donald Trump. This 
verdict was reached despite Trump’s nonsensical reaction that it ‘could have 
been anybody’, even, as he suggested, an obese man lying in bed in New 
Jersey.’ In the midst of the campaign, inadvertent digital bedfellows ended 
up forming a potent team against Hillary Clinton.?° 


Whilst some of the false stories are crude, the way in which they are 
shared is not. Computer algorithms can be used to identify which messages 
would be most powerful to which users. If you search the internet daily for a 
job, you are more likely to get economic messages. If your profiles indicate 
a greater cultural malaise, you might get messages about immigration or 
ISIS. What you clicked on in the past dictates how digital manipulators may 
try to influence you in the future. 


These efforts are so specific and individual as to seem beyond the realms 
of plausibility. In fact, they are very real. In one case documented by Time 
last year, a Russian soldier based in Ukraine posed as a forty-two-year-old 
American housewife in a Facebook group and interacted with members 
following on from specifically tailored messages.2? And in many instances, 
Russian operatives working for various wings of the GRU (Russia’s largest 
foreign intelligence directorate) crafted messages tailored to specific groups, 
which would then be propagated throughout social media by botnets. In fact, 
researchers from the University of Southern California estimate that one in 
five politically orientated tweets in the final two months of the US 


presidential campaign were generated not by humans, but by algorithm- 
driven bots.° 


Away from the United States, the implications of fake news and digitally 
manipulated information may be even more severe. Some commentators 
have suggested that the plethora of conflicting information now available to 
citizens has led to the emergence of a ‘post-truth’ world in which ‘facts’ are 
disputed to the point where they lose the power to convince, with voters 
acting more on the basis of emotional responses to particular issues and 
leaders. The term ‘post-truth’ was first used by the playwright Steve Tesich 
in 1992 in a piece on the Iran—Contra scandal and the Persian Gulf War, in 
which he worried that “we, as a free people, have freely decided that we 
want to live in some post-truth world’.?! However, it did not enter common 
usage until Trump’s victory in the Republican primary election, after which 
it became so ubiquitous that it was selected as the Oxford Dictionaries Word 
of the Year in 2016.32 


The emergence of post-truth politics in some countries — or at least the 
emergence of elements of such a form of political discourse — is problematic 
because it plays into the hands of authoritarian leaders. A world in which all 
information can be contested is a world in which it is easier to dispute 
accusations of electoral manipulation, and hence to hold rigged elections 
that are passed off as legitimate ones. Remarkably, Tesich recognized this in 
the article in which he coined the phrase over twenty-five years ago. Writing 
about the American people, he concluded that ‘We are rapidly becoming 
prototypes of a people that totalitarian monsters could only drool about in 
their dreams. All the dictators up to now have had to work hard at 
suppressing the truth. We, by our actions, are saying that this is no longer 
necessary, that we have acquired a spiritual mechanism that can denude 
truth of any significance.’3? This is not a new idea. George Orwell’s 
prophetic novel Nineteen Eighty-Four imagined a world in which 
totalitarian power is secured because the government has complete control 
over what is true and what is false — and can even change those facts at will 
by forcing citizens to accept obviously untrue statements. In authoritarian 
governments, this often manifests itself in the form of outlandish cults of 
personality around despots. That is precisely the reason why North Koreans 
are told that Kim Jong-il invented hamburgers and that his son, Kim Jong- 
un, started driving a car when he was three years old.*+ When facts can be 
invented or discarded at will, it makes it easier to subject a population to 
authoritarian rule. 


In Syria, for example, Hafez al-Assad built an extreme cult of 
personality that has been inherited by his son, Bashar. The police state is 
extensive, and questioning any aspect of the official version of events can 


end in torture.*° In such an environment, where the only truth that matters is 
the one dictated by the Assad family, it’s not hard to see how most sham 
presidential elections in Syria ended with Bashar al-Assad winning 99.7 per 
cent (in 2000), 99.8 per cent (in 2007) and, in the positively nail-biting 2014 
election, only 88.7 per cent of the vote — while Syria was embroiled in one 
of the bloodiest civil wars in modern history. 


The 2014 election was notable in that it was used as a prop to try to 
legitimize the Assad regime while its leader was butchering his own people 
with chemical weapons and indiscriminate barrel bombing. This hints at a 
post-war future in which the Syrian regime will seek to set itself up as a 
counterfeit democracy, once again manipulating elections in order to paper 
over the authoritarian reality. An 88.7 per cent victory replacing a 99.8 per 
cent victory suggests that the government has learnt that there is an upside to 
allowing a slightly more credible result (as explored in more depth in 
chapter 5). When authoritarian leaders operating in a post-truth context can 
control the flow of information in this way, they may not even need to do 
much rigging of the actual ballot. Instead, they can allow indoctrination and 
fear to do their work for them. 


Furthermore, digital tools can be used to chill dissent, making sure that 
people self-censor and do not speak out against the ruling regime. In China, 
for example, one of the few countries that does not hold national-level 
elections, the government is developing a ‘social credit’ score.*° This rating, 
which is largely based on online activity, drops when people associate with 
dissidents or make anti-government comments on social media. China has, 
for now, delayed implementation of the social credit score.3” But it is highly 
likely that such tactics will become more common in the dictator’s toolbox 
of the future, not least because governments around the world have been 
following China’s example when it comes to cyber censorship and the 
introduction of punitive social media legislation.58 According to recent 
research coming out of Stanford University, a process of authoritarian 
learning across borders has led to a small number of companies providing a 
wide array of counterfeit democracies with the capacity to monitor and 
censor online activities. As a result, Jaclyn Kerr has predicted the rise of 


‘digital dictators’.>? 


Hacking and harvesting 


These days, though, post-truth politics has spread even into consolidated 
democracies that feature free flows of information. The disinformation and 
misinformation campaigns promulgated by the Russians around the US 
elections were not limited to the realm of social media. Instead, the 
orchestrated hack against Hillary Clinton’s campaign may not only have 
influenced the outcome of the election, but continues to overshadow Donald 


Trump’s presidency. It changed perceptions in an important way, and not 
just for Facebook or Twitter users. 


The dramatic saga began with a simple typo. On 19 March 2016, John 
Podesta, Hillary Clinton’s campaign chairman, received an email purporting 
to be from Google about his Gmail account, which instructed him, 
apparently for security reasons, to click on a link and reset his password. 
Podesta’s chief of staff, Sara Latham, was suspicious of the email and 
forwarded it to Clinton’s technology adviser, Charles Delavan.*? To his 
credit, Delavan understood that the email was likely a spear-phishing attack 
— an effort to get a user to click on a fake link dressed up as a real one. 
When a user clicks on such a link, they are prompted to enter their 
password. Once they do so, the hacker has it and can easily access the 
account. It is a simple form of attack that relies on human fallibility rather 
than any sort of tech wizardry. Recognizing the seriousness of the email, 
Delavan shot back a quick reply, urging Podesta to change his password 
immediately. However, Delavan’s reply read: ‘This is a legitimate’ — rather 
than illegitimate — ‘email.’4! This was a tiny error, but massive damage was 
done. Podesta clicked the link. He entered his password. And just like that, 
the hackers had access to the private emails of Hillary Clinton’s campaign 
chairman.*2 


Once the hackers gained access, they quickly grabbed all the data on the 
account. Subsequent analysis by the United States intelligence community 
demonstrated that Russia’s government — likely at the personal direction of 
Vladimir Putin — was behind the attack.*3 


The Podesta emails were just one part of a sustained effort to undermine 
Clinton’s campaign. Nearly a year earlier, in July 2015, the Democratic 
National Committee’s servers had been breached by the Russian 
government. A Russian intelligence directorate called Cozy Bear is widely 
believed to have orchestrated that attack. This was followed up by an assault 
on the DNC servers by a GRU-affiliated unit known as Fancy Bear in March 
2016, at the same time as Podesta’s personal email was hacked.*# 


But information is only powerful if you can use it to sway opinions. The 
Russian government had private and potentially embarrassing emails from a 
top official in the Clinton campaign. What they needed was a way to 
weaponize them to do the greatest possible damage at the right moment. 
Over the following months, the DNC and Podesta emails were made public. 
Some were published directly by front groups that aimed to obscure the 
identity of Russian intelligence agents, most notably DCLeaks.com and 
Guccifer 2.0. These audiences, however, were too small for maximum 
effect. To achieve that, messages were sent to WikiLeaks, and from there the 
information was available to the world.*5 


The emails were released in batches aimed at maximizing political 
impact. At times, they were strategically released to distract attention from 
damaging stories about Donald Trump. For example, Podesta’s emails were 
posted online just an hour after the story broke about Donald Trump 
boasting on the set of Access Hollywood that he had groped a series of 
women, saying, ‘When you’re a star, they let you do it.’*© The damage from 
that story was blunted, at least partially, because the pro-Trump contingent 
could point to fresh embarrassing revelations from the newly released 
Podesta messages. The timing was probably deliberate, intended to stanch 
the political bleeding. 


This raises a critical question: was Donald Trump’s campaign involved 
in colluding with the Russian government or with WikiLeaks to co-ordinate 
the most damaging impact of the hacks and subsequent revelations? At the 
time of writing, the American government is in the midst of an ongoing 
series of investigations in Congress involving a special counsel who is 
reportedly investigating the president himself for criminal wrongdoing.*7 


There is already considerable circumstantial evidence to suggest that 
elements of Trump’s team did collude with the Russian government, such as 
the fact that Roger Stone, a close Trump confidant, repeatedly discussed his 
backchannel communications with Julian Assange of WikiLeaks and 
boasted that he knew when the next data dump would occur before it 
happened.*® Stone also told a Republican group in Florida that he had 
communicated directly with Julian Assange.*? Moreover, we also know that 
on 14 August 2016, Stone directly communicated with Guccifer 2.0, the 
alter ego of Russian intelligence officers involved in the campaign hacking. 
And weeks before Podesta’s emails were released by WikiLeaks, Stone — 
who denies any wrongdoing — tweeted that ‘it will soon [be] the Podesta’s 
time in the barrel’ .>° 


However, the most damning evidence so far has been produced by 
Donald Trump’s own son, Donald Trump Jr. In mid-July 2017, media 
reports began to circulate that top Trump campaign officials, including the 
campaign’s chairman Paul Manafort, Trump’s son-in-law Jared Kushner and 
Donald Trump Jr had secretly met with several key Russians — with ties to 
the Russian government — in Trump Tower a year previously, in the midst of 
the presidential campaign. When that news broke in the summer of 2017, 
President Trump dictated a statement denying that the meeting was of any 
consequence, claiming it had been exclusively about adoption.>! In the next 
days, though, that lie fell apart. 


When it became clear that the media had received copies of the email 
correspondence related to the mystery meeting, Donald Trump Jr released 
the email thread himself on his personal Twitter page. In clear language, the 


exchange — between Donald Trump Jr and the British publicist Rob 
Goldstone, who was brokering the meeting — reveals two smoking guns. 
First, the email from Goldstone explicitly says that the meeting is intended 
to provide ‘very high-level, sensitive information’ that would comprise ‘part 
of Russia and it’s [sic] government’s support for Mr. Trump’.°” This seemed 
to support the intelligence community’s assessment that Russia’s 
government was deliberately interfering in the American election process. 


Second, the email thread contained Donald Trump Jr’s response to the 
promise of espionage-related dirt on an American from a foreign power: ‘I 
love it.’ As a result, Trump Jr rushed to set up the meeting; and three hours 
after it was confirmed, Donald Trump made remarks regarding new 
information on Hillary Clinton’s ‘crimes’, including some supposedly 
related to Russia — something that the meeting promised.°? When the 
discussion took place, it involved a Russian lawyer who had previously 
represented the FSB, the reincarnated version of the KGB; a suspected 
money launderer; and an alleged Russian hacker who had been implicated in 
corporate espionage lawsuits. It’s hard to believe this was a meeting about 
adoptions when the initial topic under discussion was clearly something 
more sinister. 


At the time of writing, it is impossible to know what will come of the 
investigations surrounding President Trump and his campaign’s potential 
collusion with the Russian government. But whether or not a direct 
relationship existed, it is clear that the Republican candidate used the 
Russian government’s hacking efforts to his advantage. In the final month of 
the campaign, Trump mentioned WikiLeaks 164 times — averaging more 
than five per day.*> With renewed fervour, the Trump campaign used the 
fresh ammunition available to undermine what looked for all the world like 
a sure-fire Clinton victory. 


The WikiLeaks documents also provided fresh grist for the fake news 
factories’ mill. With this new information, teenagers in Macedonia could 
mix genuine leaked emails with falsehoods, adding sentences that were not 
there in the originals, or taking emails out of context to make them seem 
salacious or improper in some way. The real email threads provided a flimsy 
veneer of plausibility to some of the more outlandish stories being churned 
out by the fake news websites — and they stuck. 


At this point, a certain segment of voters — we do not know exactly how 
many — began to believe completely bogus lies about the candidates. The 
story that Hillary Clinton murdered a Democratic Party staffer took hold, 
and high-profile media figures such as Sean Hannity of Fox News were still 
pushing it through the summer of 2017 — even though it had already been 
repeatedly debunked.*° Similarly, many people falsely believed that Hillary 


Clinton was running a child sex-ring out of a Washington, DC pizza parlour 
called Comet Ping Pong. A disgruntled man even drove to the pizzeria and 
shot his gun into the ceiling in protest.5? Thus, although these stories were 
completely absurd digital fantasies, they appear to have affected real-world 
behaviour. 


Considering these tactics — from Kremlin agents getting access to the 
private correspondence of foreign campaign officials from thousands of 
miles away, to young teenagers in post-communist Europe convincing 
farmers in Wisconsin that an American presidential candidate has 
committed murder — it is quickly apparent that none of them would have 
been possible on this scale before the digital revolution. And in a system of 
government where information flows indirectly determine which person 
runs the country, these new vulnerabilities are enormous challenges to the 
integrity of elections and democracy everywhere. 


Profiling the people 


In addition to this kind of high-profile hacking, there is also a new frontier 
of election manipulation that does not rely on state-sponsored foreign-policy 
goals. Instead, it relies on capitalism. 


In relation to politics and elections, the most prominent firm at the centre 
of this new frontier of targeted messaging is Cambridge Analytica 
(mentioned briefly above), which boasts that it can use big data to sway 
opinions and influence behaviour. The firm worked for the Trump 
campaign,>® but was most recently at the centre of a firestorm surrounding 
the June 2016 British referendum on membership of the European Union, 
popularly known as Brexit. 


There is an ongoing legal battle related to reporting over Cambridge 
Analytica’s involvement (or non-involvement) in the Brexit referendum. An 
exposé in the Observer newspaper alleged that Cambridge Analytica was 
part of a shadowy network — funded by Robert Mercer — which used 
underhand means to persuade voters to support leaving the European 
Union.°? One of the key players in the Leave.eu campaign told the 
Observer’s investigative reporter that Mercer’s friendship with UK 
Independence Party (UKIP) leader Nigel Farage prompted Cambridge 
Analytica to assist the Leave campaign. Cambridge Analytica at one point 
also boasted that it was helping the campaign to gain traction on social 
media,® but now denies that it had anything to do with Farage’s efforts.°! 


The strategy employed by Cambridge Analytica combines military 
tactics known as psy-ops (psychological operations) with big-data analysis. 
That potent cocktail can prove influential. By looking at internet activity, 
such as which articles and pages a user ‘likes’ on Facebook, the company 


creates a unique profile of a user’s presumed demographic background, 
political attitudes, religion and even sexual orientation. The company then 
purchases existing databases that contain information about users’ magazine 
subscriptions, airline travel and other consumer habits. It merges those 
consumer-driven databases with its own analyses of online activity from 
social media and other metadata. 


In combination, analysis of this information gives Cambridge Analytica 
a way of surveying the landscape of the electorate and the tools to figure out 
which types of messages are most likely to sway, for example, a forty-one- 
year-old white single mother who votes Labour, subscribes to The 
Economist, and travels regularly to the south of France. These tactics have 
created a new grey area for elections. To many people, there is something 
insidious about the use of personal profiling to persuade people to vote for a 
certain candidate or issue. It can feel like an intrusion of privacy to know 
that a nameless, faceless database contains all that personal information in 
one place. 


The story here, however, is not just about Cambridge Analytica. Rather, 
it is about the increasingly sophisticated ways in which campaigns working 
with a number of different companies can engineer victories using 
information to their advantage. Defenders of these new tactics point out that 
targeting simply makes campaign messaging most relevant to each voter. 
Why, they argue, would you waste a Facebook ad about climate change on 
someone who does not believe it exists? Isn’t this the same as traditional 
media advertising, which uses surveys and focus groups to identify the best 
way to pitch newspaper and TV adverts to voters? 


Perhaps on one level. But there is also a disturbing endpoint to this 
continuum, and a clear risk that we are heading towards a future, previously 
imagined only in science fiction movies, in which our actions and beliefs are 
recorded and manipulated at a level of detail that was hitherto unthinkable. 
And whether we like it or not, such methods are being increasingly deployed 
in an ever-larger number of elections, with important consequences. When 
elections are decided by small margins, big data can be decisive. 


This is particularly problematic in the counterfeit democracies described 
in this book. While big-data profiling has been used by both governments 
and opposition parties in the world’s democratic states, in authoritarian 
contexts it tends to benefit the ruling party. This is both because the 
incumbent has greater campaign funds and because they can deny visas to 
companies coming to the country to work for the opposition. As a result, 
Western consultants are frequently used to generate legitimacy for shady 
regimes. This is particularly problematic because messages can be designed 
either to get voters to the polls or to prevent rival supporters from turning 


up. These negative adverts are particularly controversial because in divided 
societies in which political violence is a significant threat, attack ads may 
serve to raise the political temperature to boiling point. 


For example, during Cambridge Analytica’s engagement in Kenya in 
support of the campaign of the Jubilee Party government in 2017, it was 
accused of producing videos that purported to show the terrible things that 
would happen to Kenya were the opposition candidate, Raila Odinga, to be 
elected. A report by Privacy International subsequently found that some of 
the most troubling adverts, which depicted Kenya as a dystopia beset by 
ethnic violence, had actually been produced by a different American 
company, Harris Media — a ‘far-right’ organization that had previously 
worked for Trump and a number of right-wing European parties.©* Kenyan 
civil society groups pointed out the dangers of employing such a strategy in 
a politically charged environment. As John Githongo, the country’s former 
anti-corruption tsar and a pro-democracy campaigner, put it: ‘Here it can 
lead to war ... The wrong video, the wrong information, it can go out of 
control.’ 


However, the limited internet penetration in some parts of the world 
undermines the kind of individual profiling advertised by companies like 
Cambridge Analytica. Big-data analysis only works where big data exist, as 
it requires companies to be able to track individuals through social media. 


In less developed countries where comparatively fewer people use social 
media or the internet, foreign firms are more often employed to assist 
counterfeit democrats in other, more conventional ways, such as managing 
communications and delivering slicker ad campaigns. Azerbaijan’s dictator, 
Ilham Aliyev, who launched the iPhone app discussed in the introduction, 
employed a consultant who had also worked for David Cameron in the 
British government to generate a favourable opinion poll that would make 
the government look good. In 1,000 in-person interviews, the firm, 
Populus, recorded a 96 per cent approval rating for Aliyev. 


Of course, opinion polls are a normal part of electoral activity. But this 
one was a little different: participants would most likely have been afraid 
that any statements they made might be seen by the government, and would 
therefore have censored their answers to protect themselves. As a result, 
they probably felt compelled to give positive answers despite the fact that 
many of those participating had good reasons to be critical of the 
government: some 32 per cent of the respondents were unemployed, and 
about one-quarter reported that they had trouble affording basic items like 
clothes.® If this is indeed what happened, a foreign company has helped an 
authoritarian regime to whitewash its failures, painting it with the brush of 
seemingly objective data that were, in reality, engineered to depict a dictator 


positively. This is a phenomenon that is on the rise, and will be increasingly 
common — and increasingly difficult to combat — in the future. 


The vulnerabilities of new technology 


As we have already set out, the new digital election battleground is not just 
about information. There is also a much more direct way to rig elections 
with computer technology: hacking vital election infrastructure that is 
housed in servers rather than in ballot boxes. This vulnerability is of more 
and more concern as digital technology is increasingly integrated into 
electoral systems and some countries start to use voting machines rather 
than paper ballots. 


Technology generates vulnerabilities within election infrastructure that 
are not present in more traditional forms of election administration. Most 
obviously, you can stuff ballot boxes but you cannot hack them. Once upon 
a time, to do the dirty work of changing votes you had to be present in the 
actual polling location (see chapters 3 and 5). That is no longer true. This is 
a serious concern, because even in a technologically savvy country such as 
the United States, election technology is poorly protected from 
manipulation. 


In 2012, researchers from the University of Michigan urged the 
government to address critical gaps in election infrastructure. To prove their 
point, they hacked into voting machines and changed ballots at will. Then, 
they changed the software on each voting machine so that every time a 
ballot was cast, the machine would play the University of Michigan’s fight 
song in celebration of a successful vote. Another team of researchers 
tampered with a device so that it became a Pac-Man game — and did so 
without breaking the supposedly tamper-proof seal on the machine.®° 


In the process, researchers have found that a stunning array of American 
voting machines are still running Windows XP software that has not been 
updated with essential security patches.®” In other words, the devices have 
not even been updated to address threats that are already known to security 
experts. And, of course, there are always unknown threats and emerging 
ones in the cat-and-mouse game between hackers and those who seek to 
defend machines from hacking. During the 2016 American presidential 
election, Russian hackers probed voting databases and machines in at least 
twenty-one US states.°% The threat is real. 


It is important to realize that this is not just an American issue. In 
democratic Estonia, a leading adopter of computerized voting, nearly a 
quarter of votes are cast online — making it uniquely vulnerable to attacks. In 
Mexico, 90 million voter records kept in a government database have been 


breached.®? These problems are sure to become more widespread in the 
future. 


In ‘Making Democracy Harder to Hack’, a team of researchers from 
Harvard and Indiana University have identified three key elements of 
election infrastructure that are vulnerable to manipulation, attack and 
rigging: voter rolls (who can vote); voting machines (who you vote for); and 
tabulation (the government’s count of how many votes each candidate 
received). 7° 


In many American states, voter rolls are housed electronically. In some 
states, there is no paper trail. Given this, all it would take to seriously skew 
an election would be to hack into these records and to delete the entries for 
people who are either known to be supporters of a particular party, or are 
suspected to vote a certain way based on demographic information. Deleted 
voters would arrive at polling locations and be turned away — likely with no 
possibility of being put back on the voter roll until after the ballots had been 
counted. Thankfully, this strategy can be easily addressed by ensuring that 
there are multiple copies of the database, including on offline servers and in 
paper records, and by having a mechanism in place to record any alterations 
to the database so that any deletions are immediately flagged. 


As for the hacking of voting machines themselves, it depends on what 
kind of equipment is being used. There are two main types of device — one 
that produces a paper trail and one that does not. Those that produce a paper 
trail record the initial vote electronically, but the tally can be cross-verified 
against actual paper ballots that are produced in real time with each vote. 
This system therefore makes re-counts possible. For those voting machines 
that do not produce a paper trail, this cannot be done. Thus, if a hacker 
managed to gain access to those types of device without detection, they 
could change votes at will. So long as the total number of votes cast matches 
the total number of voters who were marked down as having cast their 
ballots by precinct staff, this kind of manipulation would be impossible to 
detect. 


Unfortunately, both types of machine have key vulnerabilities that can 
be exploited for nefarious purposes. For example, some have wireless 
internet connections to communicate with servers or to obtain software 
updates. The convenience of that connectivity provides a huge vulnerability, 
and the Harvard researchers have demonstrated that many of the machines 
do not have strong encryption on their internet networks; some do not have 
any encryption whatsoever and are completely open — the electronic 
equivalent of an open door with a sign reading ‘Hackers welcome!’ 


Others can be infiltrated physically, for example by simply sticking a 
USB stick loaded with malicious code or software into the machine. But 
despite a series of teams exposing these vulnerabilities, they persist. And 
while there is no clear evidence to date of this type of manipulation having 
taken place in American elections, unless the problem is urgently addressed 
it is only a matter of time. This is only the tip of the iceberg: keep in mind 
that countries with far fewer resources than the United States or India are 
even more vulnerable to voting machines being manipulated. 


Moreover, the risks come not only from the outside. In counterfeit 
democracies, governments may tamper with machines directly, using their 
control of electoral commissions to gain access. As we discuss at greater 
length in the conclusion to this book, such strategies have the double 
advantage of allowing the regime to appear to use electronic systems to 
demonstrate their commitment to cutting-edge technology, while 
simultaneously using them to make it easier to manipulate the ballot. 


Strengthening democracy on the digital frontier 


The vulnerability of digital election equipment to manipulation raises the 
question of what can be done to protect essential democratic systems. In 
January 2017, Secretary Jeh Johnson of the US Department of Homeland 
Security classified election-related machinery and databases as ‘critical 
infrastructure’, essential to the national security of the United States.7! It 
may sound odd to place voting machines in the same category as nuclear 
power plants, but in genuine democracies, elections determine how all other 
decisions are made. As a result, they are a meta-vulnerability, an area in 
which rigging or interference can completely tilt the policy direction of the 
entire country. 


It is therefore striking that the Trump administration, either through 
negligence or worse, has not made addressing this vulnerability a top 
priority — something that Jeff Sessions, Trump’s own attorney general, 
admitted during Senate testimony in October 2017.72 That seeming 
indifference, combined with the fact that election security is often left up to 
states, which approach it with varying degrees of seriousness, means that the 
2018 midterm elections and 2020 federal elections (including the 
presidential contest) could be vulnerable to hacking. 


This is particularly frustrating because there are some straightforward 
strategies that can be put in place. A world away, India has boasted that it 
has produced a tamper-proof voting machine. The design of the machine is 
impressive: it compartmentalizes each vote on an individual microchip, 
which means that tampering would require physically replacing one of the 
chips. That is difficult to do, and the Indian authorities have candidates or 


their representatives secure the equipment with wax and a seal, making it 
easier to detect if any machine has been tampered with. However, 
University of Michigan researchers built a custom-made device that used 
Bluetooth technology to steal votes without tampering with the physical 
device.”? Thus, even with ingeniously designed systems, hackers may still 
find a way to gain access. 


To cope with this challenge, governments need to make electoral 
cybersecurity a top priority. Working with researchers, like those at 
Harvard’s Belfer Center or the University of Michigan, election 
administration officials can identify a set of best practices that can be 
uniformly applied internationally. Doing so would provide a layer of checks 
to deter and detect possible attacks on election infrastructure. 


Moreover, every part of the electoral process must be subject to routine 
audits — not just in situations where the result is close. For example, many 
American states only conduct re-counts if the result is within a certain 
percentage point, 0.1 or 0.5 per cent for example. Should hackers be aware 
of this, they could guarantee that their manipulations are not detected simply 
by ensuring that the margin of victory falls outside that range — at 0.15 or 
0.55 per cent, for example. To combat this, election officials will have to 
consider sometimes auditing all results, from voter registration databases to 
tabulation and everything in between. Doing so will add cost. But without 
these measures, countries may pay the price of losing their democracy. 
Surely audits represent good value for money if they bring the peace of 
mind of knowing that elections are fair. 


More fundamentally, this raises the question of whether digital elections 
—and associated forms of digital election technology — are more trouble than 
they are worth, a question to which we turn in the conclusion. Already, three 
of the fourteen countries that have to date experimented with electronic 
voting have discontinued it (see appendix 16). 


The situation is also very challenging when it comes to countering fake 
news. Civil society groups have begun to respond with the formation of a 
number of fact-checking websites and groups designed to expose fake news. 
For example, Africa Check operates across the continent both to verify the 
content of news and political statements and to encourage accurate 
reporting.’ It is part of a broader International Fact-Checking Network that 
has affiliates in a number of authoritarian and democratic regimes 
worldwide.75 


All of these initiatives are to be welcomed, and have clearly gone a long 
way towards creating a better-informed and more careful public. However, 
the sad reality is that these fact-checking sites receive far fewer hits and 


retweets than the stories that they are trying to debunk. Moreover, in more- 
authoritarian contexts in which the government tightly controls the 
information environment, corrections are unlikely to be carried on state 
media, and so may only reach a limited segment of the population. 


This suggests that the problem needs to be tackled at source, and social 
media sites have responded by experimenting with a range of different 
strategies designed to expose biased information and to prevent it from 
being circulated. Facebook has been trialling including information about 
the publishers of news reports to give readers more context about the links 
that they see,’° while Google has introduced tools that allow users to report 
misleading content and to integrate fact-checking software so that more- 
reliable sites appear first.’ These initiatives promise to re-weight the 
balance in favour of factually accurate stories. However, there is still a long 
way to go. A recent investigation by the New York Times found that as 
recently as October 2017 Google was placing adverts for fake news sites on, 
of all things, fact-checking websites.7° 


But the creation of fake news, and efforts at rigging through the control 
of information, are not always successful. Where they fail, or simply cannot 
make up for a government’s low popularity, other strategies must be 
employed. We now turn to what is perhaps the best-known form of electoral 
manipulation: ballot-box stuffing. 


Chapter 5 


BALLOT-BOX STUFFING 


The last resort 


Ballot-box stuffing is one of the most effective strategies available to 
counterfeit democrats, but also one of the most risky. To see why, it is 
useful to briefly return to the Kenyan election of 2007 to explore what 
triggered the outbreak of political violence. As we saw in chapter 3, the race 
for the presidency that year was particularly close. While the incumbent, 
Mwai Kibaki, enjoyed many of the advantages described in this book — 
more funding, an ability to control the state and electoral system, and so on 
— a wave of popular frustration with his government enabled his main 
challenger, Raila Odinga, to move ahead in some opinion polls.! When 
voting got under way on 27 December, many experts concluded that the 
election was too close to call, but opposition leaders were confident of 
2 
success.* 


The sense of excitement and anticipation in Odinga’s strongholds 
continued to build as the early results began to come in. Because many of 
the constituencies that declared quickly were in Odinga strongholds, the 
opposition quickly built up a healthy lead. By the end of the first day of 
counting, some opposition supporters were preparing to celebrate. 


But that night and in the days to come, the atmosphere shifted markedly. 
First, the flow of results began to slow. Second, the chair of the Electoral 
Commission of Kenya (ECK), Samuel Kivuitu, publicly admitted that he did 
not know where many of his returning officers were, and that he was 
worried that they might be ‘cooking’ (as in ‘cooking the books’).? As the 
process of counting and releasing the results was delayed, accusations of 
vote rigging began to increase. Ahead of the polls, the opposition had 
alleged that key democratic institutions were being stacked with Kibaki 
loyalists, and implied that the government was planning to steal the elections 
if it could not win them fairly.* 


Events on 29 and 30 December appeared to confirm this interpretation. 
Having trailed for almost all of the vote count, a sudden flurry of results 
boosted Kibaki’s total.> As tensions peaked, domestic election monitors — 
including Nic, who was researching the election® — were forcibly removed 
from the counting centre. Meanwhile, Kivuitu was rushed upstairs to 
announce that the incumbent had won the election — a declaration that 
private and international media were not allowed to film. 


The result, and the way in which it was handled, sent shockwaves 
through the country. The perception that Odinga’s historically marginalized 


communities had been cheated was compounded when European Union 
observers reported that the official declaration of the total votes cast for 
Kibaki by the ECK was in some cases considerably higher than the figure 
that its officials had recorded at the constituency level, implying that the 
president’s tally had been artificially inflated to get him over the line.” In 
turn, the combination of disappointment, frustration and ethnic tensions led 
to the ethnic clashes discussed in chapter 3 (pp. 105-7), in which over 1,000 
people lost their lives.® 


The Kenyan example demonstrates two very important points about 
ballot-box stuffing. On the one hand, it is a dangerous way to win an 
election because it is vulnerable to detection and high profile, and therefore 
risky. It is also far from certain to guarantee victory. Leaders do not always 
know how many votes they need to ‘stuff? in order to win in advance, so 
they may fail to add enough. Furthermore, getting caught in the act can 
result in international embarrassment and domestic conflict. For these 
reasons, the most effective authoritarian governments do not rely on this 
strategy; in countries such as Kazakhstan and Rwanda, the election is rigged 
well before polling day (see appendix 13 for figures on election-day 
irregularities). 


However, on the other hand, the Kenyan case also shows that it is 
possible to get away with manipulating an election at the last minute, even if 
this is identified by election monitors. In Kenya, as in many other countries, 
the logistical challenges of re-counting the 9.8 million votes cast in the 
presidential election after electoral officials had returned home and ballot 
boxes had been left unattended meant that this was never going to be a 
feasible way to resolve the impasse.” Consequently, we will never know the 
real result of the poll, and controversy continues to this day about which 
candidate actually won the most votes. 


What we do know is that Kenya’s period of political instability in early 
2008 led to international mediation and the formation of a power-sharing 
agreement that allowed President Kibaki to retain his position and control 
the most important cabinet positions.!° Odinga was forced to make do with 
the lesser role of prime minister, which proved to be chronically weak: it 
was created by an act of parliament and lacked constitutional foundations. 
When the next elections were held in 2013, it was the opposition that 
suffered, securing a lower percentage of the poll than in 2007.'! Thus, 
Kibaki and his allies largely escaped punishment for the subversion of the 
electoral process in full view of international observers and the media. 


Given the electoral outcome in Kenya, it is unsurprising that a number of 
different governments have deployed this tool over the years. However, 
managing this process is not always straightforward. Seeking to avoid 


making the same mistakes as Kibaki, many authoritarian leaders around the 
world want to rig so as to ensure victory, yet to win modestly enough for the 
result to be plausible. While a comfortable win is desirable — it can 
demoralize political challengers!? while also persuading election monitors 
that there is nothing worth investigating — a landslide victory often arouses 
suspicion. As President Alexander Lukashenko put it when speaking about 
the 2006 presidential election in Belarus (which we will hear more about in 
chapter 6): ‘I admitted ... that we rigged the election ... I gave the order to 
change it from 93% to around 80% ... because more than 90, just 
psychologically, that is not well received.’ !3 


But getting the amount of ballot-box stuffing right has not always 
proved straightforward. This is because in most cases ballot fraud is not 
simply a decision made by one individual who can calculate exactly how 
many votes to add. Instead, leaders have to rely on the ‘collaboration of a 
large number of local agents’!* who operate under conditions of 
considerable uncertainty. As a result, a combination of paranoid leaders and 
overzealous officials has at times resulted in the phenomenon of over- 
rigging. Here, the efforts of apparatchiks to please their leader — and the 
candidate’s fear that they might lose if they are not careful — can result in a 
final election outcome that is so one-sided as to beggar belief, exposing the 
ruling party to ridicule. 


Compromising the commission 


By the time election day arrives, there are four main rigging options 
available, two that can be deployed while voting occurs, and two after. 
During voting, candidates can employ multiple voting (getting their 
supporters to vote more than once) and illegitimate voting (having underage 
citizens or non-citizens illegally cast ballots). The other two strategies come 
into play once voting has taken place, and are to stuff ballot boxes with fake 
votes, or to make sure that the final result doesn’t reflect the actual ballots 
cast by tampering with the counting process. As this chapter will 
demonstrate, these strategies have different strengths and weaknesses, which 
are shaped by several factors including demography and the distribution of 
party support. However, they all have one thing in common, namely that 
they can only work if the electoral commission is involved in — or at least is 
willing to turn a blind eye to — the rigging. 


Electoral commissions are critical to the quality of elections, but 
although they have overall responsibility for implementing electoral 
regulations and organizing the poll, they typically have a relatively low 
profile until the election campaign moves towards polling day. This is 
because, in many countries, offences committed during the campaign, such 
as the use of violence, are dealt with by the police rather than by the 


electoral commission itself, which typically lacks the capacity to collect 
evidence and carry out prosecutions.!5 Indeed, between elections, most 
commissions only maintain a skeleton staff. 


More often than not, the work of an electoral commission is divided 
between a small technical staff or secretariat, who are actually responsible 
for the day-to-day running of an election, and a set of political appointees 
who assume overall responsibility for making key decisions about the 
interpretation and implementation of the electoral rules, and are usually 
called commissioners. While a subset of the secretariat is employed full 
time, commissioners — including the chairperson, who will ultimately 
declare the election result — may be part time and are often appointed 
relatively close to the election itself. In Zimbabwe, for example, the chair of 
the Zimbabwean Electoral Commission (ZEC), Rita Makarau, is also the 
executive secretary of the Judicial Service Commission, and has to divide 
her time accordingly. 


The difficulty that some electoral commissions face as a result of their 
limited capacity is compounded by the fact that many electoral commission 
chairs and commissioners serve at the pleasure of the government. Given 
their limited security of tenure and the high stakes of many electoral 
contests, taking on such positions can be a poisoned chalice. This is 
particularly the case where the election management body is officially under 
state control. Between 2012 and 2016, 27 per cent of all elections held took 
place in countries in which this was the case, rising from 0 per cent in 
Europe to 34 per cent in sub-Saharan Africa, 43 per cent in the Middle East, 
48 per cent in Asia and 56 per cent in post-Soviet Europe (see appendix 9). 
These figures are significant, because the likelihood of a credible election is 
inversely proportional to the degree to which the ruling regime directly 
controls the election management body. 


Even in some of the cases in which electoral commissions are nominally 
independent, commissioners seeking to improve the quality of elections 
have been intimidated and threatened by supporters of the ruling party, or 
simply moved away from their posts. In Madagascar’s 2013 elections, for 
example, the election commission president Béatrice Atallah told Brian that 
she received an envelope filled with bullets as a warming during the 
campaign.!° In Zambia, the highly respected jurist Irene Mambilima was 
brave enough to run a credible election in 2011 and then announce that the 
opposition Patriotic Front (PF) and its leader Michael Sata had won, 
defeating the ruling Movement for Multiparty Democracy (MMD).!7 
However, when in office, the PF became increasingly focused on the task of 
retaining power, especially after Sata died in office and the opposition 
United Party for National Development (UPND) began to expand its support 


base. Against this backdrop, Sata’s successor, Edgar Lungu, came to see 
Mambilima’s integrity and reputation as a threat to his ability to control the 
2016 polls.!8 


In response, Lungu followed a tried and tested bureaucratic solution for 
getting rid of problematic figures without being accused of attacking them: 
he promoted her. Come the next election, Mambilima had been moved to the 
post of chief justice and the chair of the electoral commission was handed to 
Esau Chulu.!? Although opposition leaders accused Chulu of having close 
ties to the president, their criticism fell on deaf ears. Against this backdrop, 
it is perhaps unsurprising that Lungu’s narrow victory in the 2016 election 
inspired significant controversy and acrimony. Although international 
observers identified no major instances of electoral manipulation, the UPND 
has continued to reject the election result, claiming that the electoral 
commission colluded with the ruling party to rig the vote.2° 


In more extreme cases, the electoral commission is not insulated from 
political pressure at all and is better thought of as an appendage of the ruling 
party. This is effectively the case in Zimbabwe, where the opposition has 
alleged that the ZEC is effectively under the control of ZANU-PF and the 
security forces. Although the ZEC does feature some civilians and officials 
who are less partisan, many senior figures are known to be closely 
networked into the ruling party and the security services.2! Moreover, 
ZANU-PF’s refusal to relinquish power means that the ZEC’s actions are 
tightly constrained. Not only do more significant decisions have to be 
approved by the Ministry of Justice, but the commission also lacks ultimate 
authority over the voters’ register, which is presided over by the registrar 
general, Tobaiwa Mudede, a ZANU-PF hardliner who has been described as 
‘ZANU-PF’s election-fixer-in-chief’.22 


It is easy to see how under these conditions electoral commissioners can 
be intimidated and bullied into perpetrating — or simply ignoring — electoral 
manipulation. As a result, in many counterfeit democracies, opposition 
parties, donors and international observers spend much of their time keeping 
tabs on the activities of the electoral commission itself. 


Fiddling the figures 


Once a candidate is sure of the complicity of the electoral commission, they 
can implement the various strategies outlined above. Perhaps the most 
notorious of these is multiple voting. Indeed, the phrase ‘Vote early, vote 
often’ has been used — often in a tongue-in-cheek fashion — by election 
candidates and commentators around the world. Like a number of the other 
terms used in this book, it appears to originate in the United States. As early 
as 1859, Richard Henry Dana Jr wrote a letter to his friend, Lord Radstock, 


in which he highlighted some of the common mechanisms of manipulation 
used in American elections: 


Our experience has shown us that in the excitement of great popular 
elections, deciding the policy of the country, and its vast patronage, 
frauds will be committed, if a chance is given for them. If these 
frauds are allowed, the result is not only that the popular will may be 
defeated, and the result falsified, but that the worst side will prevail. 
The side which has the greater number of dishonest men will poll the 
most votes. The war cry, ‘Vote early and vote often!’ and the 
familiar problem of ‘how to cast the greatest number of votes with 
the smallest number of voters’, indicate the direction in which the 
dangers lie. 


This kind of strategy was used to great effect by the Tammany Hall 
political machine that controlled politics in New York City around this time. 
Under that system, multiple voters, called ‘repeaters’, were given small 
amounts of money and gifts of alcohol to traipse back and forth to the 
polling station. In Martin Scorsese’s depiction of this process in the film 
Gangs of New York, based on stories from that era, drunkards who had voted 
once were then forced to shave so that they could go back a second time 
with a different appearance. 


Such schemes are made possible by the fact that some people don’t turn 
up to vote and dead voters often remain on the electoral roll long after their 
passing. This allows the supporters of candidates to vote in the names of the 
deceased and those who fail to show up, without the risk of ending up with 
more ballots being cast than there are voters — which is clear evidence of 
fraud. Of course, if the register of voters is reliable and up to date, the 
effectiveness of multiple voting is constrained. Dead voters and voter fraud 
are now minuscule problems in the United States (despite false claims to the 
contrary by Donald Trump).”* But in authoritarian electoral contexts, this is 
rarely the case, because governments deliberately prevent the voting rolls 
from being brought up to date and checked for accuracy. 


The advantage of using real people to cast fake ballots is that voter- 
turnout figures match footfall in polling stations, and there are long queues 
for monitors to observe. However, real people are not necessary, because the 
dead themselves can be made to vote. This can be achieved by simply pre- 
marking ballot papers and stuffing them into the box before the votes are 
counted. Given the number of spare ballots, having party agents or electoral 
officials fill some out is easy to accomplish in party strongholds or remote 
areas where there are no election monitors, and where rival party agents are 
either absent or pressurized into keeping quiet. 


Both forms of ballot-box stuffing were a significant problem in Nigeria 
under the government of the People’s Democratic Party (PDP). A classic 
counterfeit democratic regime, the PDP presided over some of the most 
dubious elections held in Africa over the past twenty years. The 2007 
general election, in particular, was so flawed that international observers 
joked that their report on its failings was so long that it broke the printer.?° 
Some years later, a senior US official who had been serving in Nigeria at the 
time commented to Nic that the process had been so bad that it had not 
really been an election at all, and should rather be referred to as an ‘election- 
type event’.26 


One of the main problems in that poll was a bloated electoral register 
that permitted both ‘ghost voting’ and ballot-box stuffing. The problem was 
not simply that the existing register was not effectively cleared to remove 
dead voters; parties also engaged in new efforts to flood the roll with further 
false registrants. Most notoriously, one report alleged that six registration 
machines were found at the home of a politician, who was using them to 
conduct his own ‘registration drive’.2”7 As so often, attempts to subvert the 
electoral process were facilitated by the electoral commission, which 
‘admitted that it would not be able to remove duplications from the voter 
register’.28 As a result, it is estimated that around 4 million dead people 
made it onto the list — and many of them ‘voted’.2? 


In the Nigerian context, the term ‘ghost voters’ is also understood to 
cover a variety of electoral sins, including efforts to register underage voters 
and those who live over the border in neighbouring countries such as Niger 
and Cameroon, so that they can later be mobilized for one party or another. 
A BBC investigation into the previous election revealed how this was done. 
In Plateau State, officials were unwilling to require Muslim women to 
remove their veils, and so said they could not tell whether they were under 
age. Meanwhile a businessman in Kano said that he had witnessed newly 
registered voters ‘wiping the ink from their fingers’ so that they could go 
and register again. Not to be outdone, a registration centre in Abeokuta in 
southwestern Nigeria registered a boy called Dele Ogulowo who, according 
to the Associated Press, looked no more than ten years old. Such events 
were not rare, and did not only happen in places that were out of the way. 
Just an hour before Ogulowo was added to the voter list, the outgoing 
president, Olusegun Obasanjo, had ‘visited the centre to check on the 


registration’ 2° 


Although leaders from a number of parties engaged in similar tactics, the 
ruling party benefited most because it controlled the electoral commission. 
Moreover, the influential regional electoral commissioners were appointed 
not by the chair of the commission but by the president. It was therefore 


unsurprising when it was announced that Umaru Yar’Adua, the PDP’s 
presidential candidate who was handpicked by Obasanjo to be his successor, 
had ‘won’ the election with a commanding 70 per cent of the vote.*! 


Whilst the inflation of a candidate’s vote is a familiar story, what is less 
well known is that it is also possible to make opposition votes disappear. 
This form of electoral magic is less common, but a number of recorded 
cases exist. One occurred during the Ukrainian presidential election of late 
2004. That contest pitted the incumbent prime minister, Viktor Yanukovych, 
against a strong independent leader, Viktor Yushchenko. While Yanukovych 
was an establishment figure and had strong backing from Leonid Kuchma, 
the outgoing president, Yushchenko — who had held the post of prime 
minister between 1991 and 2001 — presented himself as a more credible 
candidate on the basis of his experience as head of the National Bank of 
Ukraine from 1993 to 1999. 


Underneath the surface, however, the campaign was less about 
credibility and policy concerns and more about ethnolinguistic politics and 
the dominant question of whether the country should develop deeper links 
with the European Union or with Russia.22 Yanukovych’s strong ties to 
Moscow, along with support from the Russian president Vladimir Putin, 
went down well in the Russian-speaking parts of eastern Ukraine. By 
contrast, Yushchenko’s support was strongest in the Ukrainian-speaking 
parts of the country such as western Ukraine and the capital, Kiev, where 
most people feel stronger religious and cultural ties to central Europe, and 
fear Russian domination.*? 


As no candidate secured the 50 per cent + 1 of the vote needed to win in 
the first round, the election went to a run-off. Yanukovych was declared to 
have won by 880,000 — a margin of only 3 per cent. However, almost 
immediately rumours began to emerge of widespread manipulation in his 
favour. In the days that followed, a remarkable litany of ballot-box stuffing 
and ballot deletion was revealed. To start with, the voter register was packed 
with the names of dead people and duplicate registrations, enabling multiple 
voting.** This was topped up by ballot-box stuffing, which resulted in an 
unbelievable turnout of 98.5 per cent in Yanukovych’s stronghold of 
Donetsk — including turnout exceeding 127 per cent in some precincts.*> But 
although these abuses were well documented, the form of rigging that stole 
the headlines was the use of ‘invisible’ ink.*® 


According to Stephen Sestanovich, a US observer from the New York- 
based Council on Foreign Relations, his delegation witnessed the use of ink 
that was designed to fade four minutes after application in pro-opposition 
areas. Those unfortunate voters who used these pens left polling stations 
believing that they had done their bit to support Yushchenko. In reality, after 


the ink later disappeared, electoral officials would have little option but to 
set aside their ballot paper as invalid.>7 


Although ingenious, this strategy has an obvious problem, namely the 
surprisingly high number of blank ballot papers found during the counting 
process. As in Kenya, the clear evidence of an attempt to manipulate the 
election led to widespread criticism, with serious consequences for the 
regime. But in contrast to what happened in Kenya, mass civil society 
protests known as the Orange Revolution focused the world’s attention on 
Ukraine, and the Supreme Court annulled the result of the run-off.38 When 
the second round of voting was held again a month after the first vote, 
Yushchenko won, paving the way for a transfer of power and demonstrating 
the danger of leaving rigging to the last minute. 


A second way to manipulate the result late on is to allow the process of 
voting to pass off normally and then to fraudulently add votes to one 
candidate’s total during the tallying phase. This is possible because the 
tallying process is often quite complicated, with the votes from tens of 
thousands of polling stations being aggregated at constituency, regional and 
then finally at national levels. Each of these stages provides a possible 
opportunity for the regime to fudge the numbers. Significantly, if lower- 
level results do not have to be made public, it becomes much easier to 
change some of the figures without the opposition realizing. 


This form of rigging often, though not always, goes hand in hand with a 
degree of ballot-box stuffing. This was the case, for example, in the Turkish 
constitutional referendum of 2017. The election was_ particularly 
controversial because a ‘Yes’ vote would introduce a raft of constitutional 
amendments, effectively turning the country’s parliamentary system into an 
executive presidency, significantly strengthening the powers of President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan. A classic counterfeit democrat, Erdogan was 
desperate for the legitimacy that a credible referendum would bring to his 
power grab, but unwilling to listen to the voice of the people.*? As a result, 
his Justice and Development Party (AKP), backed by the far-right 
Nationalist Movement Party (MHP), set out to control the process from start 
to finish. On the opposition side, the centre-left Republican People’s Party 
(CHP) and the pro-Kurdish People’s Democratic Party (HDP) campaigned 
against the proposal, claiming that it would mean an end to the separation of 
powers and amounted to ‘democide’ (democratic suicide).*° 


In order to ensure victory, the government engaged in a systematic 
process of ballot-box stuffing in AKP strongholds, combined with simply 
adding numbers to increase the ‘Yes’ vote in parts of the country where 
opposition parties were stronger. These strategies were supplemented by a 
deliberate strategy of deleting ‘No’ votes, although instead of the 


disappearing ink used in Ukraine, AKP leaders appear to have opted for the 
more straightforward strategy of dumping unfavourable ballots in bins and 
on building sites.4! The cumulative effect of these abuses was staggering: 
according to one observer group, 2.5 million votes may have been 
fraudulent, although it admitted that the magnitude of the malpractice meant 
that it was hard to be sure.42 What is clear is that Erdogan would not have 
got his way without electoral fraud: the “Yes’ vote won out against the ‘No’ 
vote by 51 per cent to 49 per cent, and this margin of victory was half the 
size of the number of votes that observers believe were manipulated.*3 


Selecting a strategy 


Although often used together, it is important to distinguish between ballot- 
box stuffing and fraudulent counting, because they have different strengths 
and weaknesses. Fudging the numbers during counting is usually easier. 
Instead of mobilizing underage voters or filling out thousands of ballots, it 
simply requires a small number of people to be willing to change the 
numbers at a given stage in the process. As a former election observer told 
us, ‘You just have to take out your pen and add a zero to the total, or change 
a one to a nine. It is as simple as that.’*+ This saves the need for developing 
and paying for a large, complex, organized operation. Fudging the numbers 
is perhaps the most efficient of all forms of election rigging. 


However, this pro comes with a con: fixing the poll by inaccurately 
adding up the tallies from different polling stations is vulnerable to 
detection. Opposition candidates might notice large discrepancies between 
the tallies, especially if they are able to mobilize party agents to record 
polling station results and then generate an alternative count. Similarly, 
international observers and academics have developed new techniques to 
detect whether a set of results has been manipulated. One of these relies on 
the fact that while the final digits of a set of figures that come about by 
chance are likely to be equally distributed, the human brain tends to opt for 
some numbers more than others, resulting in a distinctive pattern.4> As a 
result, by entering a full set of results into a computer program, analysts can 
determine whether or not they are likely to have been manipulated. These 
forms of detection are particularly problematic where tallying fraud is 
concemed, because if the election is sufficiently dubious to inspire a re- 
count, there will not be sufficient votes in the actual ballot boxes for the 
ruling party to substantiate the official result. 


By contrast, stuffing the ballot box with fraudulent votes suffers from no 
such drawback, because it generates a paper trail that can subsequently be 
invoked as an example of electoral quality. Once a candidate’s total has 
been topped up by adding illegitimate votes, the process of counting and 
tallying can be allowed to take place transparently, with the candidate safe 


in the knowledge that the required votes have already been secured. This 
means that the rigging process is better insulated against a forensic audit of 
the result. For example, if there is a re-count, observers and monitors will 
find the ‘correct? number of votes in each ballot box. Everything will 
therefore appear to be above board, so long as the total number of votes in a 
precinct does not exceed the number of voters registered in that area. 


However, while ballot-box stuffing is less vulnerable to exposure after 
the fact, it suffers from other drawbacks. Most obviously, it requires 
considerable effort and planning. For example, if underage party supporters 
are to be used they need to be identified and mobilized in the same way as 
any other voter, and this comes at a cost. Moreover, while ballot-box 
stuffing is hard to trace after the event, it is more vulnerable to detection on 
polling day itself. Long lines of young voters, or piles of pre-marked ballots, 
may be noticed by election observers and the media, while pre-stuffed ballot 
boxes can be exposed if opposition leaders demand that they are inspected 
prior to polling stations opening to the public. 


In many ways, the ideal strategy for a counterfeit democrat is to use both 
strategies in unison. Moderate levels of ballot-box stuffing are less likely to 
be detected, and can still give a leader a high degree of security if they are 
accompanied by moderate levels of tallying fraud to secure the preferred 
outcome. Employing both tactics together also gives incumbents greater 
insurance against either strategy failing. 


However, in practice it is not always possible to take this approach. 
Instead, which strategy is most effective is shaped by the context of the 
election and the distribution of party support. Imagine two fictional 
countries, the Competitive Kingdom and Strongholdland, each with three 
political parties. In the Competitive Kingdom, the three parties are all 
equally competitive across the whole territory, i.e. they all expect to win 
roughly one-third of the vote in each area. In Strongholdland, each party 
dominates one-third of the territory but has almost no support in the other 
areas. 


Because parties in the Competitive Kingdom know that supporters from 
rival parties are likely to be present in the vast majority of polling stations, 
they have a strong disincentive to attempt ballot-box stuffing because it is 
liable to be detected and resisted. Instead, they are more likely to try and rig 
an election by manipulating the tallying process. In contrast, parties in 
Strongholdland have a facilitative environment for ballot-box stuffing in 
their home areas because they enjoy a political monopoly, and so such 
manipulation is less likely to be exposed. Under these conditions, there is a 
risk that elections become an arms race, with each party seeking to 


artificially increase turnout in the area that it controls, in the knowledge that 
other parties are doing the same elsewhere. 


Of course, the Competitive Kingdom and Strongholdland do not really 
exist — in reality, no country features parties that can compete so effectively 
in every region, or voting patterns that are quite so Balkanized. But a 
number of states do approximate one or the other of these ideal types. Most 
obviously, countries in which ethnic or regional identity shapes voting 
behaviour, as in much (though by no means all) of sub-Saharan Africa, share 
the core characteristics of Strongholdland. Partly as a result, we often see 
remarkably high turnout levels in parties’ home areas due to a combination 
of political fervour, ballot-box stuffing and intense social pressure to vote 
with the community and get an ‘inky finger’. 


In Uganda, for example, forty-three polling stations in Kiruhura District 
in the heartland of President Museveni’s National Resistance Movement 
(NRM) recorded a remarkable feat in 2016.4° Not only did every single 
voter turn out to vote, but they all voted for President Museveni. What is 
more, in a country with pockets of illiteracy, which records thousands of 
spoilt ballots every election, not a single person had their vote rejected.*7 
The perfect turnout and vote in Kiruhura District were, of course, most 
probably a lie. Although there was no an electoral offence, as the number of 
voters did not exceed the number on the electoral roll, securing the support 
of the entire voter register is practically impossible because at least a 
handful of voters are likely to die between elections, or to be unable to vote, 
for example as a result of sickness. A turnout of 100 per cent is therefore 
indicative of a government stuffing the ballot box beyond the bounds of 
credibility, if not legality. 


Under Strongholdland-type conditions, it may also be possible for 
opposition parties to engage in similar strategies (although they rarely 
benefit from these to the same extent as the ruling party). This is because, in 
areas where opposition parties can impose a degree of control over the 
electoral officials, they can act like the government. In Kenya, for example, 
opposition leaders have long been able to establish their own political 
fiefdoms within which they can exert great influence. Because the vast 
majority of people come from the same community and vote the same way, 
it can be very hard for election officials - who often work in areas close to 
where they live — to resist the pressure to allow the locally dominant party to 
gain an advantage. This does not mean that the opposition competes on a 
level playing field with the ruling party, but it does mean that they have 
some opportunities to close the gap. In the 1992 elections, it is estimated 
that the 250,000 ballots that were artificially added in areas supportive of 


President Daniel arap Moi were partly offset by the tens of thousands added 
in the heartlands of his rivals, Kenneth Matiba and Oginga Odinga.*® 


Things look very different in countries that come closer to the 
Competitive Kingdom model, as do some Latin American countries where 
ethnicity is less central to political behaviour. In Venezuela, for example, the 
government of President Maduro had clear strongholds in the country, but 
when it tried to hold a controversial vote to select a new constituent 
assembly to redesign the political system it faced two major challenges. 
First, opposition voters boycotted the poll, arguing that the creation of the 
assembly was designed purely to enable the ruling party to circumvent 
checks and balances by creating a new body with supremacy over the 
legislature.*® In turn, this threatened to reduce the level of turnout, 
undermining the credibility of the exercise. In seeking to boost the rate of 
participation in the elections, President Maduro also faced a second 
challenge, namely that his government would encounter ridicule were it to 
be exposed; and opposition supporters and civil society groups were fairly 
evenly spread across the country — particularly in larger cities where protests 
against the government had been the most pronounced. 


The government’s solution to this conundrum was simply to inflate the 
turnout to its desired figure. When the official results were announced, 
Venezuelans were falsely told that 41.5 per cent of registered voters — more 
than 8 million people — had gone to the polls. Given the chaos surrounding 
the election this duplicity might not have been detected, were it not for the 
fact that Antonio Mugica, the head of Smartmatic, the company that had 
designed the election technology, recorded the vote results as they came out, 
and publicly challenged the government’s figures. According to Mugica, 
‘the turnout numbers on Sunday 30th July for the Constituent Assembly in 
Venezuela were tampered with’ — to the tune of at least a million votes.>° 


Mugica’s claims were backed up by an investigation by Reuters that 
found that by 5.30 p.m. — one and a half hours before the end of regular 
voting — only 3.7 million people had cast their ballots.>! Even if there had 
been a massive late surge of voters to the polls, it is logistically infeasible 
that 4.3 million people voted in just ninety minutes, especially as this would 
have amounted to more people than had voted during the whole of the rest 
of the day. These revelations were embarrassing to Maduro, and further 
undermined his domestic and international credibility. They did not prove 
fatal, though — once the constituent assembly had been sworn in on 4 
August, he could change the law to suit his needs, including defending 
himself against electoral complaints.°2 


One challenge of ballot-box stuffing that Maduro did not face was the 
risk of over-rigging. Especially when leaders set up structures in which the 


grassroots units of a decentralized political system are encouraged to 
demonstrate their value to the leader, ballot-box stuffing can get out of hand, 
generating a result that is not plausible. In turn, this can undermine the 
credibility of the broader process, and hence the capacity of leaders to retain 
legitimacy. 


As a result, leaders who typically rig often try not to rig too much. Ifa 
seemingly competitive contest ends up with a final tally of 95 per cent for 
the incumbent, the opposition, monitors and foreign governments are likely 
to raise a few eyebrows. The sweet spot of ballot-box stuffing is probably 
something in the vicinity of a 5 to 15 per cent margin of victory, as that is 
still believable, but also has the virtue of showing that the election wasn’t 
really that close. The vast majority of politicians we have talked to about 
elections over the last few years identified a vote share within this spread as 
being ideal. Interestingly, a research project on presidential coalitions in 
Africa, Latin America and post-communist Europe that interviewed 350 
members of parliament in a number of young democracies and competitive 
authoritarian states found that, if they were to rise to the presidency, the 
average legislator would like to hold 60 per cent of the seats in parliament. 
This figure was selected for a number of reasons, including signalling 
strength, ease of coalition management, and the fact that it makes it feasible 
to change the constitution — which often requires a majority of around two- 
thirds.>? 


In the electoral arena, a healthy winning margin is also important 
because it sends a signal to opposition parties and election observers alike. 
Rival leaders are likely to be disheartened if they lose heavily, and this may 
even compromise their ability to raise funds for future campaigns. At the 
same time, size really does matter when it comes to the attitude of 
international donors and observers. If an election is decided by, say, just 1 
per cent, then monitors are far more likely to be detail-orientated, knowing 
that any abnormality may have swayed the final outcome. With margins of 
15 to 20 per cent, observers sometimes end up overlooking what are often 
described as ‘discrepancies’, because they reason that these weren’t decisive 
and that it is therefore not worth rocking the boat by raising concerns. In 
contrast, if an incumbent wins by | per cent, observers are more likely to 
investigate every possible suggestion of fraud or rigging. This creates a 
strong incentive to ensure that the election isn’t too close. 


Strengthening democracy and protecting the ballot 


As we have seen, ballot-box stuffing and tallying fraud can be highly 
effective, but are also particularly risky strategies. They are more likely to 
be detected than many of the other forms of election rigging identified in 
this book, and leaders never know quite how much rigging they need to do 


in order to win. Despite this, counterfeit democrats tend to second-guess the 
strength of their own position, and often pursue these strategies despite the 
costs. There are good reasons for this — lacking independent media and 
surrounded by ‘yes men’, autocrats have relatively few ways to ascertain the 
true beliefs and opinions of their supporters. In place of reliable news and 
opinion polls, rumours and speculation gain ground. And when leaders feel 
unsure of their position, and are subject to few checks and balances, they 
often become willing to take additional measures to be extra sure that they 
will win. As the study of presidential coalitions cited earlier demonstrates, 
most politicians prefer to minimize political risk by giving themselves a 
greater cushion than they strictly need. Consequently, the situation facing 
opposition parties and candidates becomes even more difficult. 


So, what is to be done? One option that has become increasingly popular 
over the years is for domestic observation groups — usually managed by a 
coalition of civil society organizations — to conduct a parallel vote tabulation 
(PVT), which typically involves collecting results from a sample of polling 
stations in order to deter rigging during the counting process. If an 
independent tally is carried out then it becomes far harder simply to change 
the numbers without anyone noticing. The second option is to introduce new 
biometric technology into the process in order to reduce the scope for 
multiple voting and the like,>* while the third option combines elements of 
the first two with a more old-fashioned approach: election observation and 
the deployment of party agents.°> All these options have strengths and 
weaknesses, meaning that only a combination of the three is likely to reduce 
the tendency towards ballot-box stuffing. 


The main attraction of a PVT is that if it is conducted by an independent 
organization, it can serve as an effective check on the tally carried out by the 
electoral commission. In contexts in which the credibility of the commission 
itself is at stake, this can be extremely valuable. As a result, PVTs have 
become increasingly popular in recent years. The American NGO the 
National Democratic Institute has helped civic groups in 52 countries 
perform over 200 parallel counts.°° In almost all cases, this does not mean 
counting up the vote from every single polling station, which would be too 
costly and logistically demanding. Instead, observers are deployed to a 
nationally representative sample of stations to record the results and feed 
them into a central system that generates a projected outcome. 


However, while such a check may serve to keep an electoral commission 
honest, it is important to note that a PVT has three main weaknesses. The 
first is that because it is based on a subset of results, a PVT does not tell you 
exactly what percentage of the vote each candidate received, but rather 
forecasts a figure around which the election outcome can be considered to 


be plausible. Moreover, because they are typically conducted on the basis of 
limited samples, PVTs usually suffer a high margin of error. 


Much like an opinion poll, the smaller a sample is, the less certain we 
can be about the findings. For example, a PVT conducted on the basis of 
1,000 polling stations will have a margin of error of 3 per cent. This means 
that the result can plausibly fall anywhere within a 6 per cent spread of votes 
without being considered problematic. Consider a case in which a PVT 
projects that two candidates will each secure 48 per cent of the vote. Given a 
3 per cent margin of error on the figure for each candidate, the PVT can be 
interpreted as confirming the plausibility of every possible election outcome. 
This is because this margin of error is large enough to cover one candidate 
winning with 51 per cent of the vote, the other candidate winning with 51 
per cent of the vote, and a situation in which there is a dead heat between the 
two, requiring a run-off. As a result, a PVT may not be much use when an 
election is close. 


The second limitation of PVTs is that, like any analysis based on a 
sample, they are only reliable if the polling stations that they include are 
truly representative of the whole country. Where census data are contested — 
as it often is because faulty census data can be used to justify 
gerrymandering (chapter 1, pp. 35-43) — the question of whether a given set 
of polling stations is nationally representative may be extremely 
controversial, undermining the credibility of the PVT’s findings. 


The third weakness of parallel counts is less technical, but in some ways 
more profound than the first two. Recording votes at polling station level 
and comparing them to the official outcome once these results have been 
added up by the electoral commission can reveal tallying fraud, but tells us 
nothing about whether the results recorded at polling station level were 
themselves legitimate. And as we have seen, in many cases tallying fraud, 
ballot-box stuffing and multiple voting go hand in hand. Indeed, because 
they take polling station results at face value, PVTs may actually incorporate 
the outcome of these abuses into the very mechanism that is supposed to 
expose manipulation. 


PVTs may thus expose one form of rigging but mask another — and can 
even lend independent legitimization to a rigged election. For this reason, it 
is critical that PVTs are only conducted in polling stations that have been 
thoroughly monitored throughout the day of voting and counting — 
something that is now becoming standard practice for groups like the 
National Democratic Institute, but which is not always the case when 
opposition parties and media houses employ this strategy. PVTs are 
therefore a valuable tool in the fight against election rigging, but they are no 
silver bullet. 


Given the limitations of some of the strategies currently being used to 
enhance electoral quality, it is easy to see why the introduction of new 
technology has won so many adherents when it comes to registering 
citizens, verifying voters and transmitting results. By capturing voters’ 
fingerprints and tying them to their voter identification, biometric voter- 
registration processes can help to make sure that each voter only appears on 
the roll once. Moreover, by holding a fresh registration process and ceasing 
to use old rolls, dead voters can be removed. If the new roll is then subject to 
an independent audit so that any errors and duplicate registrations can be 
detected and removed, it may then be possible to generate a much more 
credible electoral register that accurately reflects the voting age population. 
In turn, this would reduce the scope for multiple voting and for ballot-box 
stuffing, because there would be fewer false entries on the register for those 
set on rigging the election to exploit. 


Of course, this is easier said than done because incumbents understand 
the danger that it would pose to their electoral dominance. But recent 
experience demonstrates that it is not impossible. For example, in Nigeria a 
growing consensus on the need to strengthen and relegitimize the electoral 
process led to gradual improvements under a new and highly respected chair 
of the electoral commission, Attahiru Jega. Notably, the introduction of 
biometric voter registration, complete with biometric permanent voter cards, 
is credited with removing as many as 10 million illegitimate registrations 
from the electoral roll, paving the way for better-quality elections and, 
ultimately, facilitating a transfer of power in 2015. According to the 
Commonwealth Observer Group, ‘the introduction of biometric Permanent 
Voter Cards is, in our view, a major factor in enhancing the integrity of the 
electoral process by ensuring that only eligible voters could cast ballots on 


polling day’.°’ 


These kinds of victories for electoral integrity have generated great 
excitement about the potential for the digital revolution to protect elections 
and strengthen democracy.>8 New election technology makes it possible not 
only to register voters electronically but also to verify them before they cast 
their ballots using fingerprint recognition software. If this were to be 
effectively implemented, it would have the potential to take multiple-voting 
fraud permanently off the table. Moreover, digital vote-tallying processes 
promise to create new checks on tallying fraud, for example by instantly 
transmitting polling station results to a live online tally, cutting out the 
middle man. 


However, as we saw in the previous chapter, it is important not to place 
too much faith in digital technology: it can be used for good or for ill. In 
addition to logistical challenges, digital processes are typically managed by 


the electoral commission and so are themselves susceptible to manipulation. 
And the more elections are digitized, the more vulnerable they become to 
hacking. 


Thus, as we argue at much greater length in the conclusion to this book, 
making the most of new technology will require it to be transferred into the 
hands of independent civil society groups and opposition parties. With this 
done, the prospects for detecting ballot-box stuffing become much better, 
leading to a damaging loss of legitimacy for election cheats. 


This leads us to the final rigging strategy open to counterfeit democrats — 
one that supersedes all others, because it promises to generate a free pass for 
regimes that commit a wide range of abuses. In the next chapter, we turn to 
look at how regimes either dupe or co-opt Western governments into rubber- 
stamping rigged ‘Potemkin elections’, shrouding even the worst elections in 
the guise of legitimate, free and fair contests. 


Chapter 6 


POTEMKIN ELECTIONS 


How to fool the West 


In 1787, Catherine the Great set out for New Russia (modern-day Crimea). 
A dizzying array of Western dignitaries accompanied her on the tour, as she 
sought to show off the new jewel of Russia’s empire. She was eager for their 
approval, hoping to be seen in the eyes of the West as a legitimate power 
rather than a pariah. 


The governor of the region, Grigory Potemkin, was one of Catherine’s 
favourite lovers. As a reward for his relationship with her, he was tasked 
with cleaning up and rebuilding New Russia in the wake of a destructive 
war and subsequent annexation. Catherine believed that a dazzling show of 
opulence and modernity would sway European diplomats to take her side in 
an impending conflict with the Ottoman Empire. 


Legend has it that Potemkin sought to amaze the visiting dignitaries with 
a series of pristine villages. There was just one problem: the villages were 
not really that pristine. So, according to popular myth, Potemkin simply 
constructed facades of glittering new villages along the river route. In the 
distance, they were awe-inspiring. Up close, they were flimsy fakes. The 
story goes that he would construct a signature village in advance of 
Catherine’s arrival and deconstruct it shortly after she left, repeating the 
same charade over and over. Whilst historians dispute whether this ever 
actually happened, the term stuck. A ‘Potemkin village’ now refers to a 
facade — whether literal or figurative — constructed to conceal an underlying 
shabbiness. They are meant to look good to outsiders who will only gaze in 
their direction for a short period of time. And when the observers leave, the 
facade collapses and the rot is revealed. ! 


Today, there are ‘Potemkin elections’. The pageantry of campaigning, 
the parade of voting, the charade of counting, all are engineered with one 
simple goal — to fool the West into believing that all was conducted fairly in 
a shining model of democracy. But behind the facade, the actual democratic 
scaffolding is often rotten — if it exists at all. 


Azerbaijan’s 2013 election, which was mentioned in chapter 4 (pp. 149- 
50), was a perfect example of a Potemkin election. Except in this case, it 
was as if the fagade of the village fell over just as the audience showed up, 
exposing the whole thing as a farce. That year, Azerbaijan was ranked as the 
eleventh most authoritarian country in the world.” President Ilham Aliyev, 
like his father, is the very caricature of a despot. He runs the country like a 
personal fiefdom all the while trying to maintain the mirage of democracy 


and good governance. He insists that he is not enriching himself, and points 
to his reasonable $250,000 salary as his primary source of income. Yet in 
2010 investigative reporters found that his son, then eleven years old, had 
allegedly purchased Dubai real estate worth $44 million, so it is not hard to 
see through that lie.3 


Like many despots, though, Aliyev held elections because he saw them 
as a tool to bolster his claim to national and international legitimacy. The 
government set everything up for an election to be held on 9 October 2013. 
The ballots were printed. The polls were ready. Observers from around the 
world arrived — including a congressional delegation from the United States, 
along with representatives of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of 
Europe and the European Parliament. 


The government boasted of its transparency, showcasing the new iPhone 
app (discussed in the introduction to this book), which magically 
disseminated the result a day before voting was due to take place.* Although 
the government played down the incident as a ‘test run’,° it soon became 
clear that the whole process had been rigged well before that gaffe. Aliyev 
was no amateur and was not about to leave anything to chance — or to the 
will of the electorate. In the run-up to the polls he had reportedly excluded a 
major opponent from the election, denied rival candidates media time, and 
ensured that the public only received cheerleading messages from state 
media (chapter 4, pp. 149-50). At the same time, reporting also showed that 
the regime embarked on a process of systematic harassment of both 
candidates and voters. As a result, the opposition did not stand a chance. 


Despite the repressive atmosphere and the iPhone app, voting went 
ahead as planned. To the untrained eye — or those only looking from a 
distance — it was a normal election. Voters went to the polls and cast ballots. 
Everything was peaceful. Fortunately, though, trained eyes were watching 
more closely: election monitors were present to document abuses and 
personally witnessed the polls at close hand. Surely, then, the Western 
reaction to Azerbaijan’s 2013 election must have been universal 
condemnation of a rigged vote? 


Unfortunately, where election rigging is concerned, things are rarely so 
straightforward. Although there are some groups that are more committed to 
democratic values, such as the Carter Center — an independent monitoring 
group founded by the former American president Jimmy Carter — and 
although the individuals who make up observation teams are typically hard- 
working and conscientious, the leadership of most missions either contains a 
political component or has to take into account political considerations. And 
this is where the problems can come in. 


In Azerbaijan, a congressional delegation from the United States 
dispatched to watch the polls ignored the seemingly glaring red flags all 
around them and endorsed the election. Congressman Michael McMahon, a 
New York Democrat, called the election ‘honest, fair, and really efficient’. 
There were no queues at polling stations, he pointed out, a sign of 
bureaucratic efficiency.® The real reason was probably that people did not 
bother to show up because they knew the outcome was predetermined. 


It is tempting to interpret the comments of Congressman McMahon as 
an example of the naivety of a single deluded Western official. Sadly, it was 
not the exception. Both the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of 
Europe and the European Parliament also fawned over an election that 
appeared to be blatantly rigged. Their statement suggested that Azerbaijan’s 
dictator had presided over a clean poll: ‘Overall around Election Day we 
have observed a free, fair and transparent electoral process ... From what we 
have seen, electoral procedures on the eve and on Election Day have been 
carried out in a professional and peaceful way.’’ It was as if Potemkin 
himself had given the visiting dignitaries a tour of the flimsy facades passed 
off as the real thing, and the dignitaries had simply applauded the 
workmanship from outside before moving on. 


Aliyev’s attempt to deliver a respectable-looking election demonstrates 
an important point about the costs and benefits that an incumbent faces 
when deciding to rig an election. It is tempting to think that when it comes 
to electoral manipulation leaders face a set menu of options, all with clear 
and predetermined prices, with those who choose a free and fair poll gaining 
legitimacy but risking defeat, and those who select election rigging all but 
guaranteeing victory while exposing themselves to international criticism 
and a loss of legitimacy. 


In reality, however, these costs are not fixed, but are shaped by the 
ability of a government to hide its electoral manipulation and hence to rig 
cost-free. In the case of Azerbaijan, the use of digital technology to confer a 
sense of modernity and due process on the election failed, but nonetheless 
reveals the way in which leaders can try and dress up even the most 
problematic of elections so that they appear good enough to get a pass mark 
from the international community. 


Moreover, this is only one tactic among many available to autocrats. In 
addition to employing modern technology — a theme explored in chapter 4 — 
and making use of other subtle rigging techniques, counterfeit democrats 
can also try to fix the game by picking their own audience. By investing in 
loyalist civil society groups and setting up state-friendly monitors primed to 
approve the result, autocrats can create Potemkin observers to oversee their 
Potemkin elections. In other words, despots and counterfeit democrats can 


establish their own monitors, who will a/ways praise elections no matter 
how rotten they are.8 


Through this process, leaders can ensure that they receive supportive 
evaluations of their electoral victories that can be invoked as they take 
office. In the best-case scenario, positive pronouncements from these 
phoney groups may work to persuade others of the legitimacy of the polls. 
In the worst, independent election monitors may dispute a rosy assessment, 
but a good report may still create a rival narrative, reducing the impact of 
criticism emanating from more independent sources. In the world of 
political theatre, this is the equivalent of the magician who plants a member 
of their team in the audience to collude with their trick so that it seems more 
credible to everyone else. 


By implementing all of these strategies at the same time, leaders can try 
and obscure the rigged foundations of their power. In turn, this reduces the 
cost of rigging and empowers the incumbent in two ways. Internationally, 
the regime can point to positive electoral assessments in order to secure 
access to the club of respectable election-holding nations, thereby tapping 
into financial assistance and foreign direct investment. Domestically, such 
endorsements can be used as part of the regime’s public relations campaign. 
At the same time, the failure of international monitors to effectively defend 
democracy can have a demoralizing impact on the opposition, in part 
because it implies that the prospects for change are limited. 


Not everyone cares as much about faking it, though. North Korea’s Kim 
Jong-un, for example, or Vladimir Putin in Russia, don’t much care whether 
the West validates their sham elections. They hold elections anyway, and 
bask in the glory of their comprehensive victories. 


However, most leaders do try and play the electoral legitimacy game 
because, as we shall see in the conclusion, it boosts the prospects of regime 
survival. The challenge for counterfeit democrats is that not all leaders are 
able to do this equally effectively. While any government can try to obscure 
its activities by speaking the language of reform, securing international 
support depends in part on whether foreign powers can be given an incentive 
not to look too closely at the fagade disguising the rot. Much like a magician 
performing an illusion, the effect of the Potemkin election works best if you 
are willing or susceptible to being deceived in the first place. 


Over the past thirty years, a number of Western governments have 
invested considerable time and money into promoting democracy abroad. 
The amount spent on democracy-promotion activities by the lead US agency 
in this area, USAID, increased from $103 million in 1990 to $1 billion in 
2005. While a lot of this money was spent in Afghanistan and Iraq, 


USAID’s investment is indicative of a wider trend: in 2007, the ‘member 
states of the European Union (EU) collectively spent around Euro 2,500 
million on democracy assistance’. As part of this remarkable effort, many 
smart and dedicated individuals have implemented a remarkable variety of 
projects designed to make democracy work, from strengthening civil society 
to making electoral commissions more independent and reducing the scale 
of vote buying. 


Yet at the same time, there are cases in which democracy has clearly 
been sacrificed on the altar of another more pressing goal. The most obvious 
incentive for world powers to approve poor-quality polls is to maintain good 
relations with the government in order to access resources and pursue their 
geostrategic ambitions.!° In this sense, a state’s resource wealth and location 
play an important role in shaping whether the costs of rigging can be 
reduced. The significance of these factors becomes clear if we briefly return 
to the example of Azerbaijan. In 2013, Western monitors didn’t simply 
endorse an election that seemed so clearly rigged because they were blind to 
its problems; they were blind to its problems because they deliberately did 
not open their eyes. The reason? Geopolitics. 


Azerbaijan lies squarely in the energy-rich Caspian region and is 
therefore the linchpin of Europe’s future oil and gas supplies. That makes it 
strategically important to the United States, too, because Azerbaijan acts as 
a counterweight to Europe’s increasing dependence on Russian energy 
resources. From George W. Bush to Barack Obama, American foreign 
policy invested heavily in the Caspian basin as a means of undercutting 
Russian leverage across Europe.!! Furthermore, Azerbaijan is in the process 
of developing the Southern Gas Corridor, a pipeline that connects the Shah 
Deniz gas field (which has between 1.5 and 3 billion barrels of natural gas 
reserves) to Italy.!? In short, Azerbaijan got a free pass in part because 
Western countries prioritized their strategic relationship with the regime 
over their commitment to democratic principles. 


This is clear from the fact that despite the pronouncements of the 
monitors, there was more than enough evidence of electoral malpractice to 
condemn the election as a sham vote — had the international community 
wanted to. Indeed, observers from the Organization for Security and Co- 
operation in Europe (OSCE) detected serious fraud or manipulation in an 
alarming 58 per cent of the polling locations that they visited.!? In other 
words, on over half the occasions that an election observer showed up, they 
directly witnessed some form of election rigging. Despite this, other groups 
and major international players chose to emphasize the positives rather than 
the negatives. 


Of course, strategic oil and gas reserves are not the only factors that can 
persuade the international community to pull its punches. Some elections 
receive a pass from Western governments because they take place in 
countries that occupy a strategic security position — as allies in the fight 
against terrorism, for example. Pakistan in the aftermath of 9/11 was a prime 
example of this type of thinking, but the logic even extends to countries like 
Uganda.!* Other times, key trading partners receive undeserved praise for 
rigged elections. And of course, some countries, like Saudi Arabia, do not 
even bother holding elections, but still maintain a privileged position in the 
West because of a combination of economic and security ties. 


Thus, leaders whose countries are insulated from international pressure — 
either because they have economic and political ties to Western states, or 
because of their resources and location!> — find it easiest to get away with 
Potemkin elections. But here again it is important to recognize that 
international influence is not simply a static factor that autocrats have to take 
as they find it. Instead, it can be carefully cultivated. On the one hand, sound 
economic management to boost GDP, provide jobs and reduce dependency 
on Western aid can undercut the leverage of foreign powers that might 
otherwise seek to promote democracy. On the other hand, leaders may be 
able to make themselves seem indispensable by deliberately taking up a 
central role in supporting the ambitions of important partner states. They can 
do this by becoming foreign-policy chameleons, changing their colours 
based on the political stripes of prospective foreign sponsors.!° In this way, 
wily autocrats in even poorer and less well-connected states can reduce the 
cost of rigging and strengthen their ability to withstand international 
pressure, facilitating electoral manipulation and the retention of power. 


Defending the indefensible 


When geopolitics comes into play, rigged elections may get a free pass in 
one of two ways. First, the observers themselves may turn a blind eye to 
corrupt and fraudulent practices, as was the case with some monitoring 
groups in Azerbaijan’s 2013 vote. Second, even when observers get it right 
and take governments to task for rigging elections, Western governments 
may undercut that criticism by endorsing the election anyway for the sake of 
a broader diplomatic relationship. 


Indeed, one of the problems facing international observers is that even 
when they do their jobs well and condemn a rigged election, more powerful 
figures within their governments back home may undermine their 
evaluation. To see this, let us return to Turkey’s 2017 constitutional 
referendum. On several key fronts, there was compelling evidence that 
Turkey’s referendum had been badly rigged. Western observers condemned 
it without mincing their words. The Council of Europe suggested that up to 


2.5 million ballots were of dubious legitimacy, roughly double the margin 
by which the referendum passed.!7 Monitors from the OSCE also criticized 
the election, highlighting the illegality of allowing unstamped ballots and 
the unlevel playing field facing the opposition campaign.!8 In short, Western 
observers saw fraud, reported it, and condemned the election. The system of 
election observation worked precisely as it was intended to. 


But in the end, this mattered little. Hours after the razor-thin referendum 
result was announced — with the changes narrowly passing — President 
Donald Trump called President Erdogan and congratulated him on his 
victory.!° There was no mention of the flawed process or the undemocratic 
content of the referendum itself. Instead, it was unfettered praise from the 
most powerful man in the West, and it immediately undercut any criticism 
from the election monitors. After all, why would Erdogan care about a 
report from the OSCE when the president of the United States offered an 
uncritical endorsement of the vote and validated its outcome with a 
congratulatory phone call? 


Of course, unlike Turkey, which is rich in natural resources and sits at a 
crossroads between East and West, many countries in the world are 
strategically unimportant to the West. Yet even in some of these nations, 
counterfeit democrats have been able to position themselves as critical 
Western allies in order to reduce external pressure for democratization. 


The Ugandan president Yoweri Museveni is a past master at this kind of 
strategy. In the 1990s, when faced with domestic and international pressure 
to introduce multiparty elections, Museveni forged strong alliances with 
Western and development programmes such as the UK’s Department for 
International Development. By providing a ‘proving ground’ in which such 
programmes could be effectively implemented, his government generated 
much-needed success stories with which aid agencies could justify their 
budgets. In turn, this gave a number of powerful development organizations 
a stake in the continuity of the Museveni regime. 


In the 2000s, when the effect of this strategy had started to wane, the 
president changed his colours yet again and re-positioned himself as a 
crucial American ally in the war on terror. Notably, by providing the 
majority of the largest consignment of troops for the African Union Mission 
in Somalia (AMISOM), Museveni secured for himself the capacity to make 
or break international efforts to reduce the threat posed by the radical 
Islamist group al-Shabaab.?° Partly as a result, Western criticism of the 
poor-quality elections held under his leadership has been muted. 


This is perfectly illustrated by the Ugandan elections of 2016. At 
present, Uganda is classified as ‘not free’ by Freedom House due to the 


many restrictions on the opposition imposed by the government of President 
Museveni (for more, see chapter 2, pp. 61-4).?! For the latest polls, the 
European Union sent observers who were dispatched throughout the country 
to a small number of polling locations. They observed an election in which 
rigging was clearly present. Ballots arrived late, but seemingly only in 
opposition areas. The ruling regime arrested the opposition candidate, Kizza 
Besigye, multiple times.22 And just in case anyone watching the polls might 
have thought that they were open and transparent, the chair of Uganda’s 
supposedly non-partisan electoral commission publicly stated that the 
opposition candidate was not ‘presidential material’ .? 


Things did not improve after the polls, when the ruling party’s 
chairwoman, Justine Lumumba, warned that ‘The state will kill your 
children’ should they come out into the streets to protest the results of the 
election. It is hard to imagine how anyone could classify such an election 
as free and fair.25 


Further evidence of malpractice emerged during the course of voting. As 
we saw in the last chapter, in his political heartlands Museveni received a 
fantastic share of the vote based on an implausible turnout as a result of 
ballot-box stuffing. As usual, the European Union observer mission did a 
very good job of documenting these problems. However, the fact that 
observers are not supposed to directly intervene in the process, but rather 
document issues that can be addressed at a later stage, undermined their 
ability to prevent the abuses from occurring.”° 


At the same time, a desire not to ruin relations with the Ugandan 
government led the EU team to pull its punches in public; when asked by the 
press whether the election had been free and fair, the team deflected the 
question, directing the audience to read its report and ‘and draw their own 
conclusions’.2”? While observers don’t use the term ‘free and fair’ any more, 
preferring to talk about whether elections were ‘credible’ — a less 
controversial and more manageable threshold — the true answer was that the 
election was not good enough by any standard. Instead, the European Union 
opted not to step on any toes, and left its criticism to a lengthy and technical 
report that few will ever read. 


President Museveni’s ability to consistently ‘wag the dog’ serves as an 
important lesson that if counterfeit democrats play the chameleon well 
enough to blend in with the strategic aspirations of the West, they can get 
away with flawed elections. Indeed, in extreme cases — which are incredibly 
rare, but nonetheless problematic — disreputable election monitors have gone 
even further, directly interfering in the process for political ends. For 
example, in the 2010 presidential election in Haiti, monitors from the 
Organization of American States (OAS) — the regional body that represents 


thirty-five states in the Americas and is headquartered in Washington, DC — 
were tasked with observing the first-round elections, from which the top two 
candidates would go to a run-off. The election was highly contentious, as 
according to the initial tally the second- and third-place finishers were only 
separated by 0.7 per cent of the vote, which had been plagued by widespread 
irregularities. In an unprecedented step, the OAS established an ‘Expert 
Verification Mission’.?® That body did something unbelievable — it directly 
called for the results to be reversed, and suggested swapping the third-place 
finisher with the second, thereby changing which candidate would go to the 
second round. 


Several analyses by the Center for Economic and Policy Research found 
that the decision was based on political considerations rather than statistical 
inference or any quantitative evidence. Worse, the Center’s own analyses of 
the available statistical data suggested that the Expert Verification Mission 
came to precisely the wrong conclusion about the election. That finding 
helped ensure that the OAS recommendation was not followed, but the 
entire process shows the degree to which election monitors can become 
compromised by geopolitical motivations.?? 


The birth of election monitoring 


This criticism of international observers should not be taken to imply that 
election monitoring should be scrapped. There is no question that the world 
would be less democratic were it not for the role played by monitors; there 
are a number of cases in which they have exposed election rigging, as when 
the European Union team cast doubt on the Kenyan election of 2007.°° 
However, more needs to be done to free monitors from political concerns, 
and to enable them to better detect electoral manipulation. Indeed, although 
international observation has been around for many years, there have been 
very few improvements to the election-monitoring playbook in the last two 
decades. This is a particular problem, because election rigging over that 
same time period has grown significantly more sophisticated. 


Election monitoring made its debut on the world stage in 1857, when 
European powers sent observers to witness the referendum that would unite 
Moldavia and Wallachia as Romania.?! The practice did not recur in the 
modern era, however, until Costa Rica invited the Organization of American 
States to its 1962 election. But before the 1980s, fewer than one in ten 
elections had any form of observers.32 On the rare occasions when monitors 
did operate during the Cold War, they were often just a way for the 
American government to legitimize the government of an allied state. That 
all changed at the end of the Cold War. 


Between 1985 and 1995, the world saw a surge in election monitoring — 
from around 10 per cent of all elections being put under international 
scrutiny to more than half. By 2006, 80 per cent of all elections were being 
observed by international teams seeking to detect and expose fraud and 
rigging (see appendix 4).*? Today, most major national-level elections are 
monitored by at least one international team, but in many cases multiple 
missions are deployed simultaneously. That is partly because of something 
political scientists call ‘international norm diffusion’ — or, plainly put, the 
expectation that governments would hold elections if they want to be seen as 
legitimate. When despots refuse to allow monitors to witness an election, it 
gives fresh ammunition to the opposition to suggest that the entire contest is 
rigged. As a result, the most alluring prospect for a strongman is to find 
ways to fix an election while receiving international endorsement. In many 
ways, this represents the Holy Grail for the leaders of counterfeit 
democracies: it diffuses criticism emanating from domestic groups and 
ensures that electoral controversy will not lead to the taps of international 
financial assistance being turned off. 


The best election observation groups, such as the Carter Center, the 
European Union and OSCE, have, to their credit, tried to adopt new 
practices to detect rigged elections. Instead of monitors arriving in a country 
just days before ballots are cast, it is now commonplace to deploy ‘long- 
term observer’ teams throughout the country in the months before election 
day.*4 This is a key improvement, because it at least makes it more difficult 
for pre-election rigging to go undetected, and can prove critical in deterring 
media manipulation or a flawed voter registration period. Different missions 
are also increasingly likely to try and co-ordinate, both in terms of where 
they go and in terms of their evidence. This is important, because it makes 
no sense for election observers all to go to the same places; by pooling 
evidence, different teams can build up a better picture of how the whole 
process unfolded. Nonetheless, despite these efforts, many challenges 
remain. 


Effective co-ordination is undermined by the fact that different missions 
judge elections using different standards, and some organizations are more 
likely to criticize than others. As the political scientist Judith Kelley has 
concluded, when a number of teams agree, ‘their consensus can bolster their 
individual legitimacy as well as the legitimacy of the international norms 
they stress’, but it is also true that ‘the different biases, capabilities, and 
standards of organization sometimes can lead organizations to outright 
contradict each other or work at cross-purposes’.*> In Africa, for example, 
African Union missions are known for giving more positive evaluations, in 
part because they do not want to establish a precedent that might be applied 
to their own countries further down the line.*° This is a serious problem with 


regional monitoring organizations, which are usually comprised of at least 
some undemocratic member states. As a result, they tend to pull their 
punches. 


Even when organizations are well intentioned and independent, they 
often do not have the resources to monitor effectively. Many are of such a 
small size (usually between 25 and 150 staff members) that they can only 
ever hope to cover a tiny fraction of polling stations. This problem is further 
exacerbated by the fact that international observation groups are typically 
subject to tight security regulations and cannot send their staff to more 
unstable or dangerous areas — which is often where electoral manipulation 
takes place.3” As a result, evidence of rigging can fall through the cracks. 


Escaping detection 


Election observers also have to contend with wily ruling parties who are 
well-practised at hiding their activities. Unfortunately, the small size of 
observation teams — and the fact that they continue to follow the template of 
posting monitors to one polling station for the whole day — makes such 
missions predictable, and thus particularly easy to evade. It is usually clear 
the day before the poll which areas will be monitored, and this enables those 
seeking to rig elections simply to move their activities elsewhere. As a 
result, there is a growing body of research that suggests that monitors simply 
displace, rather than deter, election fraud. Like a game of whack-a-mole, 
stopping rigging in one precinct just makes it more likely to pop up in 
another, with the result that the ‘right’ result is still produced.?° 


Dictators are helped in this quest by the fact that even when geopolitical 
considerations are not at play the bar is often set pretty low, with election 
observers endorsing flawed elections that they would never endorse in their 
own countries. In off-the-record discussions with Brian, international 
monitors have admitted that in less stable states anything short of 
widespread state-sponsored violence will sometimes be tolerated if the 
alternative might destabilize a country. The risk of triggering political 
conflict, with all the negative political and economic consequences this 
would generate for ordinary citizens, is sometimes so high that even 
committed democrats think twice about blowing the whistle on electoral 
fraud. The technical report will, of course, cite all the violations observed, 
but few consequences will follow. Significantly, this danger is not simply 
something confected by overly anxious foreigners who overstate their own 
importance — recent research has found that election observation reports 
sometimes spark violence when they expose rigging.°9 


In addition to the political risks involved, observers’ decisions are also 
shaped by their beliefs about the best way to make progress. In Uganda, for 


example, Museveni’s military support was not the only reason why monitors 
pulled their punches: they were also motivated by a sense of what was 
achievable. Declaring the polls to have breached international standards 
would have had a number of important implications. On the one hand, it 
would have empowered Besigye and the opposition, potentially increasing 
the prospects for political conflict. In a region that has experienced both the 
Rwandan genocide and the 2007 electoral crisis in Kenya (chapter 3), 
monitors were understandably concerned about the prospect for instability. 
On the other hand, rejecting the results might well have led Museveni to 
expel Western donor missions and to reject international observation 
missions in the future, both of which could be liable to undermine the 
prospects for a more gradual process of democratization. By downplaying 
the abuses committed by Museveni’s government, European Union 
observers ensured that they would continue to be able to engage with the 
NRM regime. But they did so at the cost of allowing a flawed poll to stand. 
The lack of political reform in Uganda over the past decade suggests that 
whatever influence the West is able to maintain by handling Museveni with 
kid gloves does not extend to the electoral arena. 


In other cases, the thought process is somewhat lazier. As Thomas 
Carothers argued in the late 1990s, many observers witnessing voting in 
extremely impoverished regimes with a poor track record of democracy 
simply think, ‘Well, what can you expect?’*° This line of thinking, which is 
becoming less common but which continues to be a problem, tends to be 
particularly seductive in African countries, where some observers figure that 
it would be unfair to judge Gabon by the same criteria used for Germany. As 
a result, some of the standards applied are lower than they would be 
elsewhere: at times, polls need to be ‘just good enough’ for the international 
community to move on to the next country, rather than actually ‘good’. In 
many cases, this means an improvement on the previous elections is 
acceptable — even if the latest polls were poor quality. 


Taken together with their concern not to trigger political instability, this 
way of thinking has led international observation groups to condemn 
comparable types of rigging less frequently in Africa than elsewhere. 
Comparing all elections monitored by Western observers between 1989 and 
2012, elections held in Africa were 4 per cent less likely to be branded as 
fraudulent — despite the fact that on average these polls are some of the 
lowest quality in the world. This is the ‘Well, what can you expect?’ 
principle in action. The fallout from this approach is what we call ‘the curse 
of low expectations’. As counterfeit democrats rig elections and get away 
with it, they lose any incentive to reform the process. After all, if it worked 
last time, why do anything differently when the next vote comes around? In 
this way, the willingness of some monitors to allow flawed polls to ‘pass’, 


especially in poor and fragile countries, has actually incentivized leaders to 
do the bare minimum ahead of the following elections. This is an extremely 
dangerous situation from the point of view of democratic consolidation. 


Those who rig elections understand the game and actively aim to 
convince monitors that flawed polls are clean. Take Belarus for example, 
often referred to as the ‘last dictatorship in Europe’. When Brian was in 
Minsk in December 2015, high-level ex-government officials told him how 
the dictator, Alexander Lukashenko — who, as was documented in chapter 5, 
has publicly admitted to rigging — would manipulate elections with 
observers in mind. As we have seen (p. 160), he wanted to make sure that 
the final margin of victory was sufficiently large to demoralize the 
opposition, but sufficiently low as to seem plausible. As a result, 


Lukashenko instructs everyone as to what percentage he wants. 
Maybe it’s 76 per cent. But then, his aides don’t want to get in 
trouble in case someone fails to deliver. So they tell the regional staff 
to ensure that it’s 79 per cent just to be safe. Then the regional staff 
tell the local staff to make sure Lukashenko wins 83 per cent. Then, 
everyone delivers, and Lukashenko gets 83 per cent.*! 


As in many of the other cases discussed here, Lukashenko was able to 
get away with this Potemkin election in part because he rigged cleverly, and 
in part because other considerations were at play. One high-level Western 
diplomat in Belarus explained it this way: ‘The government let us “observe” 
the vote tallying from 50 metres away with a group of regime thugs 
blocking our view. All we could see was a bunch of butts from 50 metres — 
so obviously we couldn’t see if the ballots were being counted correctly.’ 
But, the official argued, ‘Belarus is not Ukraine and we cannot allow it to 
become Ukraine.’ In other words, observers may not have had the evidence 
that the election was manipulated, but they knew it had major problems and 
chose to avoid investigating further lest the country find itself in a 
destabilizing democratic transition. 


The rise of ‘zombie’ election monitors 


It is clear that the current system of international election observation leaves 
much to be desired. Unfortunately, in some ways the situation is becoming 
more difficult as counterfeit democracies devise new ways to cloud the 
picture. One of the most innovative of these strategies is the creation of 
‘zombie’ election monitors whose sole role is to endorse rigged elections.*? 
The idea is simple: if just a handful of Western election monitors (from the 
European Union, the Carter Center, and so on) are the sole observation 
groups, then rigged elections are more likely to be unanimously critiqued. 
But if there is a mix of Western groups and other monitors, and they split the 


verdict, it is easier to claim that there were conflicting interpretations of 
whether the election was problematic or not. 


Thus, we have seen the rise of alternative monitors who are little more 
than the plants of autocratic regimes, their sole purpose to endorse 
undemocratic contests as democratic simply in order to complicate the 
Western narrative. As the political scientist Alexander Cooley has put it, 
‘Zombie monitors try to look like democratic observers, but serve autocratic 
purposes by pretending that clearly flawed elections deserve clean bills of 
health.’43 


These groups have ornate names: the Inter-Commission Working Group 
on International Cooperation and Public Diplomacy of the Public Chamber 
of Russia Elections; and the Commonwealth of Independent States 
Observation Mission (CIS-EMO). Both of those groups, by the way, gave 
full-throated endorsements of the rigged 2013 election in Azerbaijan. They 
are particularly effective because they are often supported by a number of 
different authoritarian governments, who back them because they know that 
if they help other autocrats enhance their own domestic and international 
legitimacy, they can reap the benefits of zombie monitor endorsement when 
their own elections roll around. 


Moreover, some Western media outlets which do not know the 
difference between the OSCE and the CIS-EMO may simply treat them as 
equals, reporting that some outside groups endorsed a rigged election but 
others condemned it. When this happens, the narrative can quickly shift to 
imply that the process was a mixed bag, even if it was blatantly 
manipulated. Yet again, this recent development follows the logic of the 
Potemkin election — it does not matter whether the substance is democratic, 
so long as it can be made to /ook democratic to the outside world.*+ 


Other times, the phenomenon of zombie monitors doesn’t even require 
groups with official-sounding acronyms. In some cases, foreign 
governments have sought to curry favour with prospective trading or 
security partners by endorsing a clearly flawed election. In Cambodia’s 
2013 elections, for example, there was overwhelming evidence of rigging. 
The opposition leader was excluded and government rivals faced systematic 
media bias. There were also serious irregularities with the voter roll in 
opposition areas. 


These problems were so obvious that the European Union (rightly) 
refused to legitimize the process and did not send observers. But Hungary 
and China did send monitors, at the invitation of Cambodia’s government. 
China, a one-party state that doesn’t even hold national elections, found that 
the Cambodian polls ‘were conducted in a competitive, free, fair and 


transparent manner’. Hungary’s delegation, which arrived one day before 
the election, found that ‘The conduct of the National Assembly election was 
free, fair, acceptable and transparent ... this was the victory of 
democracy.’*5 These were absurd statements given the wealth of evidence 
showing systematic rigging. But they were helpful in allowing the 
Cambodian government to dilute critical international statements 
condemning their rigged elections by playing up such flimsy endorsements 
in the domestic Cambodian media. With election observers, as with voters 
(see chapter 3), counterfeit democrats can divide and rule. 


Strengthening democracy by watching the watchdogs 


Unfortunately, the undermining of election monitoring has only worsened 
since the election of President Donald Trump in the United States. Beyond 
his congratulatory phone call to President Erdogan in Turkey, Trump has 
made clear that he will not work to advance democratic principles abroad. 
This has been showcased in crystal-clear terms in Trump’s first set of 
several foreign trips — which began, for the first time in modern American 
history, with a visit not to a democratic ally, but to the Kingdom of Saudi 
Arabia. 


That visit was not exactly a powerful endorsement of the importance of 
democracy globally. Instead, it involved Trump banning American media 
from various events, and then taking part in a sword dance — this in a 
country that lacks a free press and whose ruling regime beheads dissidents 
with swords. Unlike previous American presidents (who, of course, also 
embraced the brutal Saudi regime), there was no pressure to hold elections 
or to improve the dismal Saudi human rights record.*° A few months later, 
Trump travelled to Warsaw to deliver a major speech on the fate of ‘the 
West’. He put Poland up on a pedestal as a model for others to follow, even 
though that country’s illiberal populist ruling party had been sliding away 
from democracy and towards authoritarianism for years.*7 In his speech, 
Trump did not mention the word democracy even as he spoke about the 
West’s survival. The signal could not have been clearer: Donald Trump and 
his ‘America First’? administration do not really care very much about 
democracy, or the lack of it in other countries. 


Trump’s indifference to democracy abroad is an important shift, as the 
US government has been an important — albeit inconsistent — supporter of 
election observation. The American government has at various points 
responded to rigged elections by cutting off foreign aid, isolating regimes on 
the international stage, and slapping sanctions on ruling-party officials. 
Those consequences are a powerful deterrent for would-be election riggers, 
who fear that condemnation from Washington could have serious 
implications for trade deals and international power. Increasingly, though, it 


appears that the deterrent will need to come from Europe rather than the 
United States. That shift is problematic, however, because Europe lacks the 
economic influence of the US in many areas, and is itself dealing with a 
series of internal crises. As a result, the EU is poorly placed to step up and 
play a stronger role in places like Mozambique and Myanmar. 


Furthermore, as Trump’s America turns away from democracy 
promotion abroad, and Europe focuses on internal problems, China is 
beginning to shape global politics far more than in the past. Given that 
China actively seeks to oppress its own domestic pro-democracy reform 
movements, it should not be surprising that it does not support democracy 
abroad. As we discuss at greater length in the conclusion, this combination 
of factors means that there are far fewer international powers willing to 
invest time, political capital and money in genuine projects of democratic 
reform — and far more states that would prefer to undermine election 
monitoring and the pro-democracy reform agenda.*8 


However, the sky is not falling. Election monitors can, and sometimes 
do, condemn elections in important ways. In the Gambia’s 2016 elections, 
for example, the presence of African Union monitors helped stop the 
incumbent Yahya Jammeh from backtracking on his initial pledge to accept 
the results.49 In that instance, Jammeh was forced to leave office by 
international pressure — and the eventual threat of force from regional 
powers to back up the findings of the electoral commission and international 
monitoring teams deployed to watch the election.5° However, even this 
success story demonstrates how much geopolitics matters: the Gambia is a 
tiny country, generally unimportant to international players. It’s hard to 
imagine something similar happening in Nigeria or Iran or Thailand, where 
geostrategic thinking is far more likely to prevail. 


In this sense, it is important to look at which kinds of organizations 
might be better suited to breaking free from geopolitics. Brian observed an 
election in Madagascar in 2013 with the Carter Center, which had a key 
advantage over other monitors on the ground in that it was not pressured by 
its funding government. That empowered the organization to assess the 
election on its merits. There may be significant upside to creating 
independently funded monitoring groups that are not beholden to specific 
governments, most notably limiting the influence of great-power politics on 
the legitimization of national elections. This is an area in which a new 
independent international monitoring body, funded by willing states or 
international organizations, could be instrumental in divorcing politics as 
much as possible from election observation reports.>! 


The problem with this suggestion is not so much logistics as political 
will: few governments would be prepared to support a process that they 


cannot politically control, and even fewer autocrats are likely to welcome 
such an independent group to their country. Given this, the task of protecting 
elections around the world may increasingly fall on domestic monitoring 
teams. While a number of governments have set up zombie observers, as 
documented above, there are many countries in which domestic teams do an 
incredible job under very trying conditions. And although these groups are 
often dependent on Western funding to survive, when they are run by 
independent civil society groups they often make clearer statements and less 
equivocal evaluations than their international counterparts. 


Indeed, a recent study that compared the reports of international and 
domestic observation teams in six sub-Saharan African countries including 
Uganda found that on average it was the domestic groups that were more 
critical.52 Given this, making sure that international monitors’ reports reflect 
the concerns of local groups would be one way to strengthen their findings 
in a significant number of countries. 


As the audience for election observation shifts from Western 
governments to the citizenry and civil society of the country holding an 
election, the focus of the work done by international observer groups will 
also need to evolve. One investment that is likely to pay dividends is to 
devote greater time and resources to strengthening and working with 
domestic election monitors in order to develop more effective anti-rigging 
strategies. With wider coverage and domestic buy-in to the process, 
monitors could try and build greater consensus around how elections should 
be run, establishing minimum standards that all parties can agree to. For 
example, the formation of cross-party committees to meet and agree on 
minimal reforms was critical to building opposition trust in the electoral 
process in Ghana, leading to incremental improvements over a number of 
years.°> 


These committees are most effective when they are domestically led, but 
they typically gain greater traction if international donors put their weight 
behind them too. Although the agreements that they give rise to are often 
modest, and always vulnerable to incumbent governments’ last-minute 
backsliding, they can help to generate a set of standards against which 
political leaders agree to be judged, strengthening the hand of domestic and 
international monitors. And as information becomes even more difficult to 
block in the digital age, despotic regimes could then be held to account by 
election observation reports that expose manipulation — even if Western 
governments in the age of Trump pay less attention to what monitors say 
and do. 


However, even if the audience shifts and domestic monitoring teams are 
strengthened, many of the challenges identified in this chapter will remain. 


Domestic groups can be co-opted by the ruling regime. They can also be 
fooled. At the same time, the problem of zombie monitors, and that of 
Western monitors endorsing obviously rigged elections in geopolitically 
important states, will not go away. As we discuss at greater length in the 
conclusion, when it comes to catching and appropriately condemning rigged 
elections, there are no quick fixes. 


In recent years, only about one in five elections has been condemned by 
Western monitors — despite low scores for election quality in most regions 
and an across-the-board decline in the quality of democracy globally.>* And 
in the Middle East, only about one in three elections has had monitors 
anyway, either because they were not welcomed by the host country or 
because no credible monitoring group would lend legitimacy to what have 
often been blatantly rigged, uncompetitive contests. In short, monitors aren’t 
always welcomed; when they are, it’s difficult for them to get it right; and 
when they do detect rigging, they’re often ignored.*> 


It should therefore be clear that the phenomenon of Potemkin elections 
is an enormous challenge to the integrity of democracy. After all, if 
dictators, despots and counterfeit democrats are able to dupe observers into 
legitimizing rigged elections, then they can rig with impunity. Even if they 
buy votes, or exclude candidates, or even use violence that incorporates 
plausible deniability, they may still be able to win praise from monitors 
pursuing their own geostrategic goals. As a result, there’s an enormous 
reckoning that must come, for both pro-democracy governments and 
election monitors themselves, on how to improve their methods in the face 
of innovative autocrats. With that in mind, we now refocus our analysis 
away from a discussion of how to rig an election towards an analysis of how 
to stop it. 


CONCLUSION 


How to stop election rigging 


This book has explained how authoritarian leaders rig elections to stay in 
power by subverting democracy. Over half of all elections in counterfeit 
democracies fall well short of recognized international standards, and, since 
the end of the Cold War, incumbent leaders have only lost 11 per cent of all 
elections that have been held in those countries.! All too often, elections are 
used as ways to rubber-stamp an incumbent, designating them with a false 
sense of legitimacy after a stolen vote. 


Unfortunately, low-quality elections are becoming the norm. The 
world’s counterfeit democracies are not a minority — rather, they now 
constitute the majority of states. Moreover, the trend is bleak. As we noted 
in the introduction, in 2016 almost twice as many countries became more 
authoritarian than became more democratic.” This was not a blip. For eleven 
straight years, the authoritarian declines have outpaced the democratic gains. 
In other words, we are in the middle of a serious democratic recession. 
Today, nearly two in three citizens in the world live under a system of 
government that is not fully democratic. 


The preceding chapters have demonstrated that the ability of power- 
hungry leaders to rig elections is rooted in the varying deployment of six 
distinct but complementary strategies enabling them to manipulate and win 
elections that they might otherwise lose. In most cases, no one tactic is 
enough on its own to ensure power is retained, and so leaders deploy 
different combinations to get the job done. 


By gerrymandering electoral boundaries and excluding rival leaders who 
threaten to gain momentum, incumbents can give themselves a significant 
head start before the campaign has even begun (chapter 1). This advantage 
can then be consolidated by manipulating state access to resources to 
distribute patronage and gifts, outspending opposition parties (chapter 2). At 
the same time, incumbents may digitally manipulate the media and electoral 
process, taking advantage of the tendency of opposition parties and civil 
society groups to underestimate the vulnerability of new technology to 
subversion (chapter 4). 


These strategies are likely to remain popular because they attract less 
criticism; gerrymandering happens well in advance of the campaign, and 
vote buying is often overlooked as an election ritual. 


When these tactics prove to be insufficient, counterfeit democrats have 
two riskier options at their disposal. Political violence can be used to 


intimidate opponents, mobilise supporters and cow the media (chapter 3). 
Deploying repression can simultaneously divide the opposition and reinforce 
the unity of the ruling party. Finally, if that doesn’t work, the last resort for 
the recalcitrant authoritarian is ballot-box stuffing (chapter 5). By getting 
regime loyalists to vote multiple times, or simply by announcing the wrong 
results, governments can quickly eradicate opposition gains. Of course, this 
is a particularly dangerous strategy because it is more likely to attract the 
attention of election observers, and hence generate international criticism. 
For this reason, smart authoritarians start early and have the contest sewn up 
well in advance of polling day. 


And, while counterfeit democrats are busy rigging the election, they are 
also often running a parallel deception campaign internationally (chapter 6), 
hoping to earn a false veneer of democratic legitimacy from international 
partners or election monitors. If they can dupe observers or foreign 
governments into endorsing a rigged election, then they can reap every 
benefit of election rigging without facing any of the associated costs. In this 
sense, creating a Potemkin election is an overarching strategy: it allows 
incumbents to get away with all their other nefarious actions. 


The effectiveness of these strategies means that counterfeit democrats 
are currently winning. In too many cases, they have figured out how to rig 
elections and get away with it. Despite the wide range of rigging strategies 
that have been documented in some of these countries, Western observation 
missions only raised the problem of fraud in 20 per cent of the elections, and 
foreign aid was only stopped in the aftermath of around 6 per cent, 
suggesting that in most cases where manipulation was detected the regime 
did not suffer financially. 


In response to this malaise, this conclusion draws together the different 
arguments that have been presented in the book regarding how the quality of 
elections can be improved and democracy strengthened. As we have set out 
in the conclusions to the preceding chapters, there are specific strategies that 
can be used to tackle each form of rigging. Here, we briefly summarize the 
most important of these before considering three broader strategies: 
developing more effective systems of election monitoring, harnessing digital 
technology, and empowering opposition parties and civil society groups. 
More specifically, we argue that international election observation can be 
revamped so that monitors have the tools they need to detect fraud, and 
more constructive ways to engage in counterfeit democracies. The 
international community can do far more to act on evidence of electoral 
malpractice and ensure that rigging is not a cost-free exercise. And digital 
technologies can be made to work for good rather than ill if they are put into 


the hands of independent civil society groups and opposition parties as well 
as electoral commissions. 


But while there is much that could be done to turn the tables on the 
world’s counterfeit democrats, it is also important to be realistic about the 
conditions necessary for these reforms to have a fighting chance. As we 
discuss in greater detail below, Western support for democracy is waning at 
the same time that the West’s influence is declining relative to a number of 
rising global powers, many of which are undemocratic themselves and have 
no incentive to push for a more democratic world. There are therefore good 
reasons to be pessimistic about the global prospects for democracy in the 
twenty-first century. But there are also ways to ensure that such a dismal 
vision does not come to pass. 


In this conclusion, we first make the case for protecting elections, and 
then explore how to do so. 


Why protect elections? 


At the end of the Cold War, it was blasphemy — at least in the West — to 
suggest that elections were not universally desirable. But today, given how 
effective authoritarian regimes have become at manipulating elections to 
maintain their grip on power, more people are openly asking whether we 
should even bother holding elections at all. This has been a perennial theme 
in the debate on electoral politics in places like Asia and Africa, where 
commentators have often questioned the ‘feasibility of democracy’* and 
suggested that elections might do more harm than good.° In recent years, 
this argument has been gaining ground due to the number of authoritarian 
political systems delivering high levels of economic growth, notably in 
China but also in states such as Ethiopia and Rwanda.° 


The success of these countries suggests to some that it might be better to 
abandon elections on the basis that they divert attention away from the task 
of governance and place pressure on governments to satisfy the short-term 
demands of voters rather than the long-term needs of the state. Perhaps, 
some argue, countries in Africa, Asia and Latin America would enjoy 
greater financial and infrastructural development under one-party states, 
which in turn would increase the prospects for democratic consolidation in 
the future. And, if authoritarian governments outperform their democratic 
counterparts, and elections are expensive and destabilizing events, why not 
make peace with benevolent dictators and give up on multiparty politics in 
the short term? 


Many people have been seduced by this seemingly compelling 
argument. Some have even called for a post-democracy future or suggested 
that democracy has outlived its usefulness.’ But whilst it is clearly true that 


some authoritarian governments outperform some democracies, this 
argument has a number of limitations. On average, democratic governments 
can be shown to have intrinsic and instrumental advantages over their 
authoritarian counterparts. Intrinsically, democracies are much more likely 
to respect the human rights of their citizens and in the vast majority of cases 
this is the type of political system that people want to live in. 


For example, the Afrobarometer finds that a majority of people in every 
single country that it surveys in Africa believe that democracy is the best 
political system for their country.’ Significantly, the majority of citizens 
both in countries that have yet to see the full benefit of democracy and in 
those where elections have generated conflict are strongly against 
reintroducing a form of military rule, one-party state or personal 
dictatorship.° 


Similarly, the Americas Barometer, a survey carried out by the Latin 
American Public Opinion Project (LAPOP) of Vanderbilt University, finds 
that even though there is considerable support for strong leadership, citizens 
across Latin America aspire to live in democratic states.!° The idea that 
democracy is a Western construct enforced on people who do not want it is 
therefore a myth — and it is a myth that serves to legitimize some of the most 
venal and abusive governments in the world. The evidence is clear: people 
across the world typically want a meaningful say in decisions that affect 
their lives, and it’s not hard to imagine why. Moreover, just because some 
flawed democracies falter and occasionally fail doesn’t mean that we should 
abandon democratic governance; rather it means that we should fix it. 


Holding elections also has clear instrumental benefits. Indeed, when we 
move away from the small number of authoritarian states that deliver eye- 
catching economic growth to think about the full range of cases described in 
this book, it becomes clear that authoritarian success stories are the 
exception rather than the rule. On the whole, the repressive regimes that 
exist today do not justify their existence by promoting economic 
development or a cohesive national identity. For every China there is a 
Venezuela or a Zimbabwe, for every Rwanda a Turkmenistan or a 
Democratic Republic of Congo. 


To see why this matters, try a simple thought experiment: you can 
choose which type of political system you’ll be born into — democracy or 
authoritarianism — but you can’t know in advance which country you will 
end up being born in. Few people would pick authoritarianism, hoping for a 
softer landing in Singapore, but knowing full well that they stand a good 
chance of finding themselves a citizen of Uzbekistan, North Korea or Syria. 


The most recent quantitative studies available come to the same 
conclusion. In Africa, more-democratic states outperform their authoritarian 
counterparts when it comes to economic growth — and the longer countries 
remain democratic, the greater the boost to their economies, even when 
other factors such as aid and natural resources are taken into account.!! The 
same pattern also holds globally. Researchers from the Varieties of 
Democracy (V-Dem) project have spent the last few years developing better 
measures of democracy. Based on a data set that features hundreds of 
different indicators for almost every country in the world for over 100 years, 
they have found that, in general, ‘Democratic societies tend to be more 
prosperous than autocratic regimes’,!? and that this relationship is rooted in 
the holding of elections. !3 


It is therefore not a case of having to choose between democracy and 
development: the evidence suggests that the two can go hand in hand. One 
of the reasons for this is that countries that hold elections are more likely to 
provide key public services to their citizens. Even when competition is not 
fully free and fair, the pressure on governments to respond to public 
concerns leads to greater investment in areas such as health and education. 
Of course, this is not true of every country that holds elections, but on 
average the pattern persists. 


For example, recent research on Africa has found that countries that hold 
elections invest more in education.'* Indeed, the onset of multiparty politics 
was followed fairly soon after by the introduction of free primary education 
in a number of countries. This is particularly significant, given the fact that 
education is often found to be one of the factors that encourages pro- 
democratic attitudes. !° 


The post-Soviet states offer another instructive example. Those countries 
that went the way of the European Union, such as the Baltic nations of 
Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, democratized rapidly and their economies 
swiftly developed. The story is quite different in those post-Soviet states that 
stayed authoritarian, such as Belarus. In 1995, for example, Lithuania’s per 
capita GDP was about $2,000. Belarus wasn’t far behind at about $1,400. 
But by 2016, the gulf between the countries had become enormous — with 
Lithuania’s GDP soaring to nearly $15,000 while that of Belarus didn’t even 
hit $5,000. Of course, joining the European Union trade zone accounts for 
some of this divergence, but these benefits were only possible because the 
Baltic states met EU accession criteria, including those on good governance 
and respect for human rights. 


Given the strong public support for democracy and the instrumental 
benefits of elections, it does not make much sense to encourage the return of 
purely authoritarian political systems. Moreover, such a strategy would be 


unfeasible; the vast majority of countries around the world hold elections of 
one sort or another, and it makes more sense to ask how they can be 
improved than what other form of government could be put in their stead.!6 
Doing so is likely to improve not only the quality of democracy but also the 
prospects for the economy. According to the V-Dem researchers mentioned 
above, the higher the quality of the elections that are held, the greater the 
positive impact of elections on development.!? And of course, protecting 
elections also empowers people to have a say in the decisions that affect 
their lives, which is what almost all the available survey evidence tells us 
they want. 


The abuse of democracy 


As we have argued throughout this book, it also makes sense to be 
concemed about the quality of elections because at present rigged polls are 
helping to prolong the lifespan of authoritarian regimes. This point is well 
demonstrated by the example of Rwanda. 


Around the 2017 Rwandan election, many journalists phoned us to 
discuss the polls, and most asked the same question: Why does President 
Paul Kagame bother holding elections at all? He had already won a 
fantastical 93 per cent of the vote in the 2013 election, and he had 
eliminated presidential term limits in 2010 meaning that he was legally 
allowed to stay in power until 2034. So why did he go through the motions 
of organizing a national poll that he was predestined to win? Why not just 
get rid of elections altogether? 


When Kagame went on to take 99 per cent of the vote, these questions 
became even more pertinent.!8 Kagame had clearly not even bothered to try 
and manipulate the election in the clever ways described in previous 
chapters. Yet even in spite of this, he benefited from polls that had become 
little more than a political charade. 


Most obviously, even the stage-managed 2017 contest was important to 
secure a base level of international legitimacy. While counterfeit democrats 
often behave arbitrarily, they like to be seen to be men — with a small 
number of exceptions they are almost always men — of order and 
responsibility. This means that leaders want to make it look as if they are 
following the rule of law even when they are not. Kagame is no exception. 


In addition to respectability, holding rigged elections has six main 
instrumental benefits for autocrats. First, a number of regional organizations 
such as the European Union and the African Union (AU) have established 
minimum standards for countries to become members. These standards are 
often low, and are not always enforced, but governments nonetheless benefit 
from meeting them. The AU, for example, rarely speaks out about 


democratic backsliding, but does expel countries that experience an 
unconstitutional transfer of power, such as the removal of an elected 
government in a coup.!? As a result, there is a price to be paid for being seen 
as an out-and-out dictator who cannot even pretend to be democratic. 


Second, elections can also enable governments to access greater flows of 
aid and loans. This has become less of an issue following the rise of powers 
such as China that are willing to do business with authoritarian regimes, but 
it has been an important factor in the recent past. In the 1990s, when 
Western donors briefly focused on democracy promotion following the end 
of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union, countries such as the 
United States and United Kingdom withheld much-needed financial support 
in a bid to force authoritarian leaders in countries such as Kenya and Malawi 
to end their one-party states and introduce competitive polls.2° 


Third, a strong election win can be a powerful public relations tool. This 
may seem implausible in poor-quality elections, but it is often the case. 
Consider the Rwandan general election of August 2017. Ahead of the vote, 
President Paul Kagame’s government endured some bad press over its poor 
human rights record.! In this context, the election campaign represented the 
perfect opportunity for Kagame’s supporters to hit back at the president’s 
critics by distributing images of large rallies on social media in a bid to 
persuade the world that Kagame is universally loved by his people.22 And 
when Kagame won in an uncompetitive landslide, this also served a 
purpose. Within Rwanda, news of the president’s domination of the poll 
communicated the strength of his grip on power. 


Fourth, elections help leaders to establish tighter control of the ruling 
party itself: they give it a purpose. Rallies must be organized, T-shirts 
printed and networks revitalized. Through this process, the government can 
be reinvigorated. This is less of an issue for Kagame, whose RPF is known 
to be one of the more effective and professional parties on the continent. But 
in other countries in which political structures do little in between elections, 
campaigns help to rally party officials and supporters.2? For example, in 
Thailand, where a military coup undermined democracy in 2014, 
campaigning has been banned for years. During that period, parties have 
been in disarray because they have no official reason to exist and no goal to 
pursue. But while many parties are effectively ‘dormant ... between 
elections’, they come to life during campaigns.”* Thus, holding an election 
can help to save the ruling party from a damaging process of institutional 
decay. 


Fifth, and relatedly, elections facilitate processes of elite renewal. In 
many countries in which elections are rigged at the presidential level, 
legislative polls are more competitive. As we have seen, in some African 


nations roughly 50 per cent of legislators do not win re-election, even in 
countries where the president never loses (p. 76). Where members of 
parliament are elected on the basis of first-past-the-post constituencies, this 
level of competition encourages candidates to work harder to impress (or 
intimidate) the electorate. At the same time, the holding of party primaries — 
which are common, but not held everywhere — makes it possible to replace 
less popular legislators with more effective campaigners, and to inject young 
blood into the party in order to prevent its distancing from the broader 
population. In other words, elections actually help authoritarian ruling 
parties to remain fresh and, in some cases at least, more actively engaged 
with their support base. Elections can also be used as proving grounds — 
creating an electoral survival of the fittest to help ensure that the next 
generation of campaigners are effective. 


The final advantage generated by holding elections is that it facilitates 
the deployment of divide-and-rule strategies. This is perhaps the most 
significant benefit of all. Purely authoritarian systems have a harder time 
demonstrating their legitimacy, and give opponents few options other than 
to campaign for regime change. As a result, ruling parties risk becoming a 
common enemy against which a diverse set of groups and individuals can 
come together. Without an election, the opposition is likely to unify for a 
common goal: political change. With an election, the prospects increase that 
opposition groups will turn on one another. 


Indeed, the collapse of one-party states and military dictatorships is 
often preceded by the formation of broad movements in favour of change 
that bring together groups and leaders who would be unlikely to unite under 
other circumstances, including business leaders, trade unionists, religious 
leaders and opposition politicians.2> The breadth of such reform movements 
gives them multiple sources of legitimacy and makes them particularly 
difficult to defeat, not least because they often attract international support. 


However, things often change very rapidly once a leader has agreed to 
introduce minimal constitutional change and to hold multiparty elections. 
Faced with the possibility of winning power at the ballot box, pro- 
democracy movements have a tendency to fragment. Precisely because they 
are made up of strange bedfellows who have little in common bar their wish 
to remove the regime, such movements often split into their constituent 
parts. It may be that some elements can be co-opted into the government, 
while others can be encouraged to see each other as rivals. At the same time, 
clever autocrats actively foment disunity by sponsoring opposition parties. 
When Brian was in Belarus, members of several opposition parties told him 
that they believed that some of their counterparts were secretly stooges of 
the regime, and that their parties had been infiltrated by the security forces. 


Partly as a result, Belarusian elections normally feature a large number of 
presidential candidates — in 2010, the opposition vote was split sixteen ways. 


This is important, because recent research has found that in countries 
that hold multiparty elections, transfers of power and transitions to greater 
levels of democracy often follow the formation of durable opposition 
coalitions.2° Preventing opposition unity is therefore critical to the 
maintenance of authoritarian rule. 


In other words, elections are, somewhat counterintuitively, useful to 
counterfeit democrats. The financial and reputational benefits of being seen 
to be more democratic, and the capacity of leaders to rig elections to blunt 
the process’s transformative potential, helps to explain the puzzle with 
which we began this book: why authoritarian regimes that hold elections 
tend to last longer than those that do not. Given this, while it is clear that 
there is much more to democracy than elections, it is unlikely that the global 
democratic recession can be successfully addressed without improving their 
quality. To reinvigorate democracy, we have to make it harder to rig 
elections. 


The shape of things to come 


We have argued that the international community has an important role to 
play in creating the conditions under which democracy can be defended 
(chapter 6). Long-term democratic reform is almost always driven from 
within, but external actors can play an important role in helping to facilitate 
change. This can be done by refusing to financially and politically support 
governments that suppress the human rights of their citizens, and by 
speaking out more powerfully about obvious electoral abuses. International 
pressure will never be a silver bullet, but it can empower democrats on the 
ground if applied thoughtfully and carefully. 


Consistency is crucial. If some flawed elections are endorsed while 
others are condemned, it creates the impression of unfair double standards. 
Moreover, if the West is willing to condemn gerrymandering in Zimbabwe, 
it also has to recognize and deal with the persistence of gerrymandering in 
America. Tackling the electoral abuses in Europe and the US needs to be a 
priority if Western partners want to be taken seriously in dealing with the 
more egregious abuses in new democracies. 


Even then, the promotion of Western democracy risks being denounced 
as neo-colonial cultural imperialism, especially by savvy autocrats who 
understand the rhetorical power of this argument (chapter 3). As a result, 
international pressure is more likely to be effective if dozens of countries 
speak with one voice — and it is particularly important that the former 
colonial power not be the only voice heard. 


For this reason, pro-democracy reformers should welcome the growing 
number of election observation groups from bodies such as the African 
Union, the Southern African Development Community (SADC) and the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) which are watching 
elections today. Whilst they are currently known for pulling their punches, 
these bodies offer one of the best hopes for the future, because if they can be 
persuaded to adopt higher standards they will be able to speak out with 
greater authority. This may sound like an overly optimistic goal, especially 
given some of the analysis in chapter 6, but there are already some positive 
signs in this regard. Most notably, the SADC recently revised its protocols 
to include long-term observation and the capacity to engage ICT experts, 
bringing it into line with international best practice.2”7 ASEAN has also 
expressed a willingness to partner more closely with international 
democracy NGOs to improve its practices. Moreover, while criticism of vote 
buying and ballot-box stuffing has been limited, regional bodies have a 
better record of speaking out against the use of political violence. It could 
take another five or ten years before such groups are willing to expose and 
condemn evidence of electoral fraud, but it would be worth the wait. 


Unfortunately, while some progress is being made in terms of building 
regional alliances to defend democracy, the broader international context has 
become significantly more problematic. This is both due to the rise of new 
economic powers that are unwilling to promote democracy abroad, and 
because Western support for high-quality elections has faltered. 


For decades, the American government had a somewhat complicated 
approach to democracy support, backing democratic reform abroad when 
this did not conflict with American geostrategic goals, but simultaneously 
cosying up to brutal autocratic regimes like Saudi Arabia. This approach 
was not ideal, but it did serve to increase the pressure on a number of 
governments around the world to respect human rights and allow opposition 
parties to campaign. 


More recently, this picture has been disrupted by the emergence of a 
number of world powers for which democracy and the quality of elections 
are not major concerns, including Brazil, Russia, China and India. This is 
most clearly the case with China, which began its latest phase of 
engagement in continents such as Africa and Latin America by stressing its 
solidarity with countries that had suffered colonial rule — in China’s case, 
the ‘semi-colonial’ relations it was forced to endure with a number of 
countries including Britain and Japan — and its determination to avoid 
constructing relations of Western-style imperialism. A core component of 
this policy was the idea that China would help countries to achieve the goals 


that they had set for themselves, rather than the ones set for them by 
Western powers. 


Over time, the notion of both partnership and non-interference has 
become increasingly difficult to sustain. On the one hand, China’s thirst for 
importing raw materials, and the large trade surpluses that it enjoys with 
many trading partners as a result of the export of cheap manufactured goods, 
are reminiscent of unequal colonial economic relations. On the other, 
countries that have attempted to engage in foreign-policy activities that do 
not fit with China’s own ambitions, for example by recognizing Taiwan as 
an independent state, have been threatened with economic and political 
sanctions.78 


At the same time, the Chinese government has responded to 
international criticism, most notably of its economic support for President 
Omar al-Bashir’s abusive and violent regime in Sudan, by moderating its 
policy, moving from a position of ‘non-interference’ to one of ‘constructive 
engagement’.2? As part of this shift, China began to participate in 
discussions regarding how Sudan’s civil wars could be brought to an end, 
and, more recently, it provided troops to a United Nations-led peacekeeping 
mission in South Sudan in 2015, the first time that a Chinese infantry 
battalion had been sent on an external peacekeeping operation. 


However, these caveats notwithstanding, the absence of democracy back 
home has ensured that China has been consistent in its refusal to pressure 
other states’ governments to reform. Indeed, by providing uncritical support 
for police and military training, surveillance activity and the construction of 
prisons, China has helped to strengthen a number of authoritarian regimes’ 
hold on power. Moreover, its ‘constructive engagement’ has typically been 
designed to protect China’s own interests rather than those of the domestic 
population.39 This is significant, because China is now a global player. 
China’s international influence is best known in Africa, where the volume of 
trade has increased from just $10 million in 2010 to $220 billion in 2014, 
according to the China Africa Research Initiative at the Johns Hopkins 
School of Advanced International Studies in Washington.?! What is less 
well known is that China’s footprint is almost as significant in Latin 
America. Between 2000 and 2013, trade between China and Latin America 
and the Caribbean increased by twenty-two times, hitting $236.5 billion. 
This made China the region’s second-largest trading partner after the United 
States, beating the European Union into third place.32 


The growing economic significance of China around the world in terms 
of both trade and loans means that counterfeit democracies now have more 
financial options open to them than they did in the 1990s. This greater 
choice has reduced the dependency of economically weak authoritarian 


states on the financial support of those countries most likely to place 
political conditions on the provision of such assistance. In turn, this has 
weakened the capacity of countries such as the United Kingdom and the 
United States to engage in democracy promotion activities. 


Moreover, China is just one of a number of countries that will play a 
greater role in counterfeit democracies in the future than they have in the 
past. Although the situation looks a little different when it comes to other 
members of the BRIC group — Brazil, Russia and India — all three have 
complicated democracy promotion efforts. Officially, Russia presents a 
policy not radically different from that of China, grounded in a rejection of 
Western imperialism. Unofficially, it has advanced ‘a new type of 
authoritarianism at home and abroad with even more sophistication than the 


Soviet Union’ .73 


In the Russian case, such activity has not always been motivated by its 
economic investments and typically has more to do with a desire to 
challenge American hegemony and maintain its influence, particularly in 
post-communist Europe. Sadly, Russia is not alone and countries as diverse 
as Iran, Qatar and Saudi Arabia have all been accused of exporting a model 
of governance and set of political principles that is antithetical to 
democracy. 


By contrast, Brazil and India are both fairly robust, if uneven, 
democracies and have no interest in promoting authoritarian rule abroad. 
Despite this, however, both have explicitly rejected the idea of applying 
political conditionality to aid and trade deals. Instead they have followed 
China’s lead in stressing their solidarity with countries that have suffered 
Western colonialism or economic exploitation, speaking a language of 
partnership rather than paternalism. The net effect of the growing economic 
and political influence of these states has been to increase the number of 
options available to undemocratic governments, empowering them to play 
off potential benefactors against each other until they get the deal that they 
want. 


The combined effects of these changes have been significant. In 
Venezuela, for example, the dictatorial regime of Nicolas Maduro (chapter 
5, pp. 174-6) has been the subject of considerable international criticism 
over the way it has undermined democracy. But it has received considerable 
support from two of its most important economic partners, China and 
Russia.24 This has included financial assistance and efforts to block 
international interventions such as sanctions against the Venezuelan 
government.?> As Evan Ellis, a senior associate of the Center for Strategic 
and International Studies, put it when giving evidence to the Western 
Hemisphere subcommittee of the US Foreign Affairs Committee during a 


hearing on the political crisis in Venezuela, “both Russia and China, in the 
pursuit of their commercial and strategic interests in Venezuela, have 
provided capital, goods, services, and political backing that has indirectly 
enabled the populist regime to ignore and ultimately destroy the mechanisms 
of democratic accountability’ 3° 


However, it would be a mistake to think that international democracy 
promotion efforts have been undone because the rise of a group of less 
altruistic states has undermined the good work of the West; as we saw in 
chapter 6, some of the most significant threats to democracy promotion 
come from much closer to home. For one thing, Western support for 
democracy was never uniform or consistent. From French complicity in the 
Rwandan genocide to American support for authoritarian states as diverse as 
Uganda, Uzbekistan and Thailand that were willing to join the war on terror, 
Western governments have consistently traded democracy off against their 
core interests and security concerns. 


Moreover, the catastrophic failures of Western interventions in Iraq, 
Afghanistan and Libya, combined with the violent instability produced by 
the Arab Spring, have undermined the appetite of some Western 
governments to sustain genuine pressure on undemocratic regimes. This 
paradigm shift has not been lost on the world’s would-be strongmen. It is no 
coincidence that the quality of democracy around the world has fallen over 
the same period as these global shifts have taken place. 


This already mixed picture looks set to become even more challenging 
over the next five years. As we explained in chapter 6, Donald Trump has 
vowed to put ‘America First’, a shift in American foreign policy that views 
the United States’ international relationships through a purely transactional 
prism. Consequently, Trump’s administration has proposed a massive 
reduction in US foreign aid and the elimination of American democracy 
support programmes. As part of this shift, the State Department has pulled 
back from talking about ‘shared democratic values’ and is on course to 
remove democracy promotion from its mission statement.>’? The fate of 
these programmes will likely be decided by a Congress that is more 
supportive of investing in democracy, but the sea change in the White House 
will probably have a considerable negative impact on Western support for 
human rights and high-quality elections. 


The implications of Trump’s ‘America First’ turn are readily apparent to 
the counterfeit democrats of the world. In most of the countries where we 
have done field research, the elites in the governments’ highest echelons pay 
close attention to what is happening in Western capitals — and Washington 
in particular — in determining what they can get away with. If the American 
president or the US State Department makes it clear that election rigging 


will prompt punitive action, there is more leverage to deter it. But over his 
first months as president in 2017, Donald Trump has sent a clear signal that 
he will be, at a minimum, permissive of authoritarian behaviour. In many 
cases, he praises it outright. 


These signals matter, and they make it harder to combat election rigging. 
After all, if election observers condemn an election but the president of the 
United States calls to congratulate the leader anyway, then the value of 
election monitoring is severely undercut. In part, international election 
observation gets its power from the belief that foreign governments care 
about whether an election is rigged or not and are prepared to act in response 
to evidence of malpractice. Increasingly, that is not the case, which 
generates the risk that in future the detection and exposure of electoral 
manipulation could pose even less of a threat to authoritarian regimes than it 
has in the past. 


Donald Trump is not alone in turing his back on the promotion of 
democratic values. While many European countries are steadfast in their 
commitments to democracy promotion, others are considering rolling back 
aid or programmes aimed at enhancing democracy, the rule of law and 
human rights abroad. In the European Union, internal crises and divides 
have prompted some leaders to suggest that they need to get their own house 
in order before worrying about what is happening beyond the continent’s 
borders.?® Such statements reflect the limited foreign-policy manpower and 
resources of European states, which are currently heavily invested in the 
negotiations surrounding the withdrawal of the United Kingdom. 


European leaders are also dealing with the surge of populist parties at 
home who seem intent on rolling back democracy within Europe — notably 
in Hungary and Poland. Coming at the same time, Trump’s belief that deals 
matter more than values will give political cover to European governments 
who wish to adopt the same approach. 

Reining in rigging 

Given the international climate, preventing governments with authoritarian 
instincts from illegitimately passing themselves off as democracies is not 
going to be an easy task. The longevity of many counterfeit democracies 
demonstrates that the problem of election rigging is not going away. This 
raises the question of how democrats can defend elections against 
subversion. As the analysis in the preceding chapters demonstrates, stopping 
election rigging is not easy. There are some places in which Western 
governments have colluded with authoritarian governments and knowingly 
condoned flawed elections (chapter 6, pp. 183-4), but there are also many 


places in which there have been concerted efforts by opposition parties, 
international donors and domestic civil society groups to reduce rigging. 


These initiatives did not fail for lack of serious intent, or because those 
behind them were not brave. As we saw in chapter 3, some of those who 
have opposed authoritarian electoral manipulation have paid with their lives. 
Rather, the problem is more fundamental: election rigging is made possible 
by the prior existence of weak political institutions and democratic norms. It 
is the absence of effective checks and balances that enables ruling parties to 
undertake the corruption that funds vote rigging, politicized police forces 
that perpetrate political violence, and pliant judiciaries that fail to prosecute 
electoral offences. Delivering good-quality elections will require reforming 
the institutional context within which political competition takes place, and 
this is a huge undertaking. 


Moreover, the challenge of how to strengthen democracy is compounded 
by the fact that authoritarians are adaptable. Having a number of tools at 
their disposal, counterfeit democrats will switch from one to another in order 
to evade the efforts of election observers. If, for example, ballot-box stuffing 
becomes easier to detect, then they switch to pre-election manipulation. 
Maybe the ruling party can ensure that electoral districts are distorted to 
such an extent that the parliamentary contest is from the outset not 
competitive. Or the government can interfere in the management of the polls 
so that only ruling-party strongholds receive valid voting identification cards 
in time for election day. 


Failing that, governments can exclude rival candidates by banning them 
from competition under the guise of a legitimate rule change. If it is difficult 
to bully a court into disqualifying an opposition candidate, the regime can 
always lean on the police to jail the candidate on a trumped-up charge. And 
if monitors react to these tactics, then a savvy incumbent may move to 
digital rigging. In short, the strength of counterfeit democrats comes, at least 
in part, from the varied tools in the ‘menu of manipulation’ that they have at 
their disposal.39 


By contrast, for the opposition to win, its leaders must overcome a 
number of major disadvantages, such as less funding and less access to state 
resources, while simultaneously trying to mobilize votes and deter rigging. 
Thus, while the ruling party can make a number of mistakes and still win, 
the opposition often loses even if it does everything right. This is why the 
deck is stacked against democracy in places where those who write the rules 
and run the elections are determined to cheat. 


Incumbents will, however, lose if several strategies are simultaneously 
made unviable. To do so is a difficult task, because opposition parties, civil 


society groups and international actors typically have limited time and 
money. More often than not, this leads them to focus on trying to deal with 
the main strategy that the government used to rig the previous election. Such 
an approach is understandable: reformers identify the biggest threat to a 
good-quality election and concentrate their efforts on resisting that particular 
strategy in order to maximize their chances of generating positive results. 
But the tendency towards myopia often means that as one avenue of 
manipulation is closed off, ruling-party elites are able to open up others. As 
one experienced election observer said to Nic in Zimbabwe, ‘We are always 
fighting the last election, but the regime is always looking ahead to the 
next,’40 


These challenges are not a reason to be defeatist, but they are a reason to 
be realistic. Defending democracy will involve closing off one avenue of 
rigging after another until counterfeit democrats have nowhere left to turn. It 
is therefore likely to take the form of a prolonged and iterative process. The 
chapters that make up this book have highlighted a number of ways in which 
this can be done. As we explore in greater detail below, transferring some of 
the control over election scrutiny away from ruling parties and the electoral 
commissions that are often deferential to them, and into the hands of 
opposition parties, civil society organizations and independent domestic 
election monitors, is an important first step. This does not mean that it is not 
worth investing in electoral management bodies, which is the only way to 
build high-quality electoral systems in the long run. Instead, the point is that 
electoral commissions are more likely to improve their performance if they 
know that their every move is being watched. 


These efforts can be buttressed by a number of others, including: 
establishing independent electoral boundaries commissions to prevent 
gerrymandering (chapter 1); encouraging the electorate that if they must take 
ruling-party bribes they should nonetheless vote with their conscience and 
so undermine the power of vote buying (chapter 2); using social media to 
inform citizens about the most common forms of rigging and how they can 
be avoided (chapter 1); strengthening fact-checking organizations and 
clamping down on the producers of fake news (chapter 4); encouraging 
regional organizations to act against human rights violations (chapter 3); and 
holding parallel vote tabulations to deter tallying fraud (chapter 5). Where 
digital manipulation of information and voting outcomes is a concern, 
enhancing the transparency of social media and strengthening the ‘firewalls’ 
around the information held by opposition parties and electoral commissions 
will also be essential (chapter 6). 


Of course, these strategies are not easy to implement. They require well- 
funded opposition parties and a civil society that is at least semi-autonomous 


from the state. They also require that opposition parties and candidates have 
sufficient room within which to manoeuvre, and so will not be feasible in 
countries where the degree of authoritarian repression is so great that 
opposition parties cannot effectively mobilize. 


Thus, as political scientists Philip Roessler and Marc Howard have 
argued, in countries in which ruling parties are so authoritarian that the 
opposition can only hope to secure a tiny proportion of the vote in elections 
— what we called ‘dominant authoritarian regimes’ in the introduction to this 
book — political change is very rare. Indeed, countries in this category have 
just a 5 per cent chance of experiencing a transfer of power or a transition to 
democracy in a given year.*! It is therefore likely to be a very long time 
before states such as Rwanda evolve more-open political systems. 


However, the prospects for democratization are far greater in more- 
competitive political environments that are not full democracies but 
nonetheless feature lower levels of authoritarian abuse. Countries in this 
category have a 16 per cent prospect of regime change in any given year — 
three times higher than the chances for dominant authoritarian regimes. This 
is important, because many of the countries discussed in this book fall into 
this group, including Kenya, Malaysia, Russia, Uganda, Zimbabwe and, at 
least until recently, Venezuela (appendix 15). 


Moreover, there is hope even for some of the most problematic states. 
Roessler and Howard note that for all their authoritarian tendencies, 
dominant authoritarian systems rarely stop holding elections altogether.*2 
Instead, if they experience political change they are more likely to become 
increasingly competitive over time. And once they become more 
competitive, the prospects for further political liberalization become 
significantly better. 


Keep in mind that Tunisia, for instance, was a full-blown authoritarian 
state in 2010, but has rapidly become more democratic in the aftermath of 
the Arab Spring. And it’s worth remembering that South Korea, Japan and 
Germany did not become fully fledged democracies overnight but rather 
over time — eventually becoming linchpins of the democratic world. We 
therefore have reasons to be hopeful, even in the case of countries that 
currently seem like lost causes. 


Of course, this does not mean that all states are destined to be 
democracies, or that hybrid regimes which hold elections in an authoritarian 
context will necessarily become more open over time. If this book has 
demonstrated anything, it is the capacity of counterfeit democrats to hold 
onto power, and that the global trend is towards authoritarianism, not away 
from it. 


But while it is important to be realistic about the scale of the challenge 
ahead, there is a good chance that if the tactics described in this conclusion 
can be put into action, they will increase the political cost of rigging, making 
it less attractive and thus increasing the prospects of democratic progress. 


Reforming election monitoring 


Inevitably, if election quality is to be improved, election monitors will need 
to play a leading role. After all, they are the election experts, and their role is 
to detect and, through exposure, to help prevent electoral fraud. If they were 
better able to expose poor-quality elections, it would increase the cost of 
rigging to authoritarian leaders. However, as the analysis in the preceding 
chapters has revealed, in recent years election monitors have often been the 
source of election controversy rather than the antidote to it. As more- 
assertive opposition parties have come up against resilient autocrats, 
observers have found themselves stuck in the middle. 


As we discussed in chapter 6, this is in part because observers are 
inherently conservative. Operating at the pleasure of host governments, and 
careful to protect their reputation for neutrality, monitors are reluctant to 
challenge the validity of an election unless there is overwhelming evidence 
not just that there was malpractice, but that the malpractice changed the 
result. In addition to the political challenges that we have already identified, 
the system of international observation has three main problems that, if 
addressed, could considerably improve the prospects for protecting 
elections. 


The first problem is that international monitoring has not really moved 
with the times. While the way that elections are rigged has changed 
significantly, the way they are monitored has evolved much more slowly. 
This generates a number of problems. Most obviously, few missions have 
the technical capacity they need for the battles to come. As we saw in 
chapters 4 and 5, the digital battleground for elections is a key new frontier 
in election rigging. But although the European Union does employ a data 
expert for its larger missions in countries that use digital technology on 
election day, most monitoring missions do not, and even EU teams tend to 
have just one person working in this area. In addition, it’s incredibly 
difficult for a single individual on an election observation team to do the 
work of an intelligence agency and determine whether digital tampering or 
hacking was used. 


Overwhelmingly, observers continue to follow a model in which the vast 
majority of the team are deployed to polling stations to watch voting take 
place and to monitor the count. In light of the examples of repression, vote 
buying and ballot-box stuffing provided in this book, this might sound like a 


good idea. But while there is some evidence that posting observers to a 
polling station reduces the level of election rigging in that station, there is 
also evidence that it simply displaces it elsewhere — especially in areas that 
are dominated by one party.*4 


This is possible because in most cases the size of international 
monitoring teams is small — below 150 — while there may be as many as 
50,000 polling stations. As a result, it is fairly easy for election riggers 
simply to move their operations to areas where there are no observers. 
Moreover, because most election monitors have to stay in the polling station 
to which they are assigned, they cannot respond to the changing situation on 
the ground and go where they are most needed. 


Thus, while it is good to have team members posted to different parts of 
the country in order to understand what is happening outside the capital, 
observers need to start hiring people with more technical skills so that they 
can police the deployment of biometric technology, computer logs and 
storage, and use their expertise to give an indication of whether there is a 
hidden digital pattern of electoral manipulation. 


A second and more fundamental problem is that international monitors 
lack the means to ensure that the weaknesses and faults that they identify in 
the electoral system are rectified. Put simply, there is no enforcement 
mechanism available to observation groups. Instead, they are dependent on 
international donors and opposition parties taking up the cause, and a 
willingness on the part of ruling parties to reform. As a result, many of the 
well-thought-out criticisms and good suggestions made by monitors are 
effectively wasted. Indeed, the filing cupboards of the main observer groups 
are filled with reports urging the same reforms, election after election. It’s 
like electoral Groundhog Day. 


As we noted earlier, for election monitoring to be effective, it needs to 
be backed up by the international community, and more effectively 
integrated into the political process. One way of doing this would be for 
monitors to refuse to cover — and hence endorse — elections in countries that 
have made no changes and no formal response to previous election reports. 
This might result in a higher number of elections not featuring international 
observers, but it would end the current farce of monitors repeatedly 
observing elections featuring the same flaws. 


The third problem is that there has been a proliferation of international 
observation groups, including the incumbent-created zombie observation 
teams (discussed in chapter 6, pp. 200-2). We have argued that this complex 
landscape is a strength, in that regional teams may be able to speak with 
more legitimacy than Western ones, but it also means that there can be 


multiple press conferences from different groups held on the same day, each 
giving a different message. Greater convergence around a common set of 
standards — for example, with joint statements — is required in order to 
generate a clear message that ruling parties will have to take notice of. This 
is currently a long way off, and represents a long-term goal that may only 
become possible once stronger electoral norms have evolved in the parts of 
the world in which election rigging remains common. 


But if these changes can be made, it will significantly strengthen the 
effectiveness of international election observation, increasing the costs of 
rigging, and providing governments with stronger incentives to play by the 
rules of the game. 


Digitizing elections 


As we have seen, elections around the world are becoming increasingly 
digitized. This has negative implications when it comes to fake news and its 
circulation on social media (chapter 4), but also great potential to strengthen 
electoral systems against abuse (chapter 5). It is therefore important to think 
more broadly about how new technology can be hamessed to increase the 
costs of rigging. 


One way to do this would be to introduce digital technology at every 
point of the electoral process. Many countries now employ biometric voter 
registration in order to clean up the electoral register; we have shown how 
this helped to remove millions of ‘ghost voters’ from the list in Nigeria (p. 
166). A smaller number of countries are also using biometric software to 
verify voters using their fingerprints, ensuring that only those registered can 
actually vote, and that they can only vote once. Moreover, by connecting the 
kits that biometrically verify voters before they cast their ballot to a central 
server, it is possible to generate a measure of voter turnout in real time. This 
can then be used to work out whether an impossible number of people voted 
in a certain time period, indicating ballot-box stuffing. 


Once we can be confident that the votes in ballot boxes are legitimate, 
the question is how to ensure that they are properly counted, and that there is 
no manipulation of the tallying process. One way to do this is to run a digital 
counting process alongside a manual one. For example, new mobile phone 
technology means that it is now possible to have returning officers at polling 
station level both record the results on a paper form, which can be sent to the 
relevant tallying centre, and at the same time enter them into a digital 
platform that automatically adds them to a live stream that can be viewed 
online, bypassing regional and national tallying centres. Election observers 
and political leaders can then compare the total number of votes produced 
through these two processes, with any large variation between the two 


numbers implying manipulation of the counting of the hard copies of the 
forms (which remain the official result). 


Initially, election technology was fairly primitive. Each step of this 
process used to require a different piece of hardware or software. However, 
the latest technology on the market — integrated electoral management 
systems — does all three of these things simultaneously, allowing electoral 
commissions to register voters, verify them and transmit their votes with one 
piece of equipment. 


But if this sounds too good to be true, that’s because it is: as the contents 
of this book have laid bare, digital technology holds great promise but is no 
panacea. One of the weaknesses of all three of the strategies outlined above 
is that they typically fall under the control of the electoral commission. This 
is problematic, given that it is often the commission that is accused of being 
biased in favour of the ruling party, and thus of colluding in the rigging of 
elections. By sabotaging technology to ensure that it does not work, 
manipulating it to the advantage of the ruling party, or allowing the ruling 
party to hack into the system and change the figures, pliant electoral 
commissions can undermine the transformative potential of biometric 
processes. It all comes back to the same problem: if those who are being 
asked to introduce reforms are the same people who benefit from rigging, 
then the prospects for improvements are dim. 


Indeed, looking beyond the potential that election technology offers, it is 
clear that it has often failed to protect the quality of elections. We have 
already documented how the use of an electronic transmission system in 
Venezuela presented no barrier to the ruling party simply making up the 
referendum result. In that case, the wider world was alerted to the abuse by 
the company that supplied the technology — but how many times has 
election technology been used to hide manipulation rather than to expose it? 
Evidence from countries in Africa suggests that this may be a real problem, 
because electoral commissions rarely take all of the steps required to make 
new technology function as intended. For example, if the electoral 
commission does not conduct an effective audit of the biometric registration 
process, multiple registrations may still make it onto the roll. This happened 
in Somaliland in 2008,*4 and also in the Democratic Republic of Congo in 
2011, when 700,000 doublons (double registrations) were detected by the 
country’s commission, which nonetheless ruled that it was too late to clean 
the register.4> In these cases, elections received the credibility boost that 
comes from deploying new technology without any justification in terms of 
the quality of the electoral roll. 


The vulnerability of digital processes to many of the same abuses that 
undermine manual processes is compounded by the limited knowledge of 


how new technology works in most new democracies. Rather than aiding 
transparency, the extremely high level of IT knowledge and expertise 
required to understand how integrated electoral management systems work, 
and what is implied about the process if they do not, means that opposition 
parties and international monitors are often poorly placed to evaluate the 
quality of the process — even in relatively technologically savvy states. 


We must therefore not make the mistake of placing our faith in technical 
solutions to political problems. When opposition parties and donors invest in 
the transformative power of new scientific advances, they often overlook the 
fact that even the most advanced forms of election technology rely on 
human programming and management. And there is nothing about digital 
technology that means that those who use it are likely to be any more 
trustworthy or fair. As John Githongo, Kenya’s former anti-corruption tsar, 
has put it: “You cannot digitize integrity.’*° 


This does not mean that it is not worth investing in digital processes, but 
it does mean that it is important to evaluate whether the conditions on the 
ground mean that this technology is likely to be effectively utilized or 
subverted by those working in bad faith to undermine the election. It also 
suggests that while it makes sense for governments engaged in supporting 
democracy abroad to strengthen election management bodies, the best way 
to do this may be to empower domestic groups to better scrutinize the 
electoral process for themselves. 


Empowering the opposition and civil society 


Given the weaknesses inherent in digital processes when under the control 
of the electoral commission, and the uneven commitment of the 
international community to democratization, one way forward would be to 
put new technology in the hands of civil society groups and opposition 
parties. This is not to suggest that opposition parties are inevitably any more 
democratic or responsible than their authoritarian counterparts. As we have 
seen, opposition parties have engaged in vote buying, ballot-box stuffing 
and the use of political violence. We also know that in many cases changes 
of government in authoritarian states have led to little improvement in the 
quality of democracy, because the former opposition behaves just as badly 
as the old ruling party once it comes to power. 


However, whilst we should resist the urge to lionize opposition parties, 
they are some of the few players that have a vested interest in promoting 
better-quality elections — if only while they are out of power. Harnessing 
this, and the capacity of pro-democracy civil society groups, is therefore one 
of the most effective ways to generate pressure for electoral reform. 


Where civil society groups are concerned, international democracy 
supporters can assist domestic election monitors in harnessing new 
technology to conduct larger and more effective parallel vote tabulation, as 
they are already doing in many countries (pp. 177-9). Things are trickier 
when we move away from civil society groups, because there is limited 
direct support that international actors can provide to opposition parties. We 
have seen in Zimbabwe what happened to a movement that was accused of 
being the puppet of foreign interests (pp. 133-4). Given these dangers, 
international groups working to support democracy may be able to provide 
ideas and moral support, but not funding and equipment. 


Opposition parties are therefore going to need to be increasingly well 
organized and innovative. This is possible. For example, by building a 
system of well-trained party agents and equipping them with new 
technology, opposition leaders can harness the potential of digital equipment 
and take it out of the hands of the ruling party. Ahead of the 2016 general 
elections in Ghana, the National Patriotic Party (NPP) used a specially 
designed smartphone app to collect a complete set of alternative results that 
demonstrated that it had won the election, and gave the electoral 
commission little option but to declare the defeat of the ruling party.*7 It was 
easier to do it there, where democracy has already started to consolidate and 
the opposition is relatively unconstrained, but parties in some of the more- 
open competitive authoritarian states may be able to deploy similar 
strategies. 


For example, if electoral rules are changed to require results to be 
broken down to the lowest possible level — i.e. the individual polling station 
— opposition parties will have a fighting chance to hold ruling parties to 
account. By texting in the results and taking photos of them on their phones, 
opposition officials can construct their own tally. This makes it harder for 
the incumbent to rig during the tallying stage without getting caught. Of 
course, being able to demonstrate the real result of an election does not 
mean that the opposition necessarily wins. But at least it significantly levels 
the playing field. 


The future of elections and election rigging 


Now you know how to rig an election. Unfortunately, while some of the 
lessons in this book may be new to you, they are not new to the world’s 
dictators, despots and counterfeit democrats. For decades, they have been 
fine-tuning their strategies in order to hold elections that only they can win. 
Over time, their trial-and-error efforts have produced rigging techniques 
that, unfortunately, work. The government prints the ballots, lets people 
show up to vote, and — almost without fail — wins and retains power. The 


hallmark of these elections is that we usually know who will win well before 
the counting ends. That’s not how democracy is supposed to work. 


In the twenty-first century, elections will be rigged with strategies both 
old and new, because autocrats have learnt a simple but sad truth: it is easier 
to stay in power by rigging elections than by not holding them at all. For that 
reason, we must learn an even more uncomfortable truth: right now, those 
who rig elections are outfoxing not only their own people but also the 
international community. Unless we learn how to identify these strategies 
and address them, then election quality will continue to decline. Over time, 
this is likely to call the basic legitimacy of democracy into question, as 
people grow frustrated with elections that fail to usher in change. 


We know how to rig an election; we also know how to make it more 
difficult. If we care about democracy, we must act now. There is no time to 
waste. 


APPENDICES 


Appendix 1 Quantitative analysis methods and data sources 


The quantitative data used in this volume are derived from a variety of qualitative and 
quantitative sources including media reports, the scholarly literature, election observation 
reports, and qualitative field interviews conducted by Professor Cheeseman in Kenya, 
Ghana, Malawi, Nigeria, Uganda, Zambia and Zimbabwe, and by Dr Klaas in Belarus, 
Thailand, Madagascar, Tunisia, Céte d’Ivoire, the United States and Zambia. 


Our conclusions are also based on analysis and summary statistics of a specifically 
constructed database that incorporates the Center for Systemic Peace’s Polity IV data 
(http://www.systemicpeace.org/polity/polity4.htm); the National Elections Across 
Democracy and Autocracy (NELDA) data set from Nikolay Marinov and Susan Hyde 
(http://www.nelda.co/); new data from the Varieties of Democracy Project (V-Dem), hosted 
at the University of Gothenburg and the University of Notre Dame (https://www.v- 
dem.net/en/); data from the Electoral Integrity Project 
(https://www.electoralintegrityproject.com/); International Election Observation data from 
Judith Kelley at Duke University; and Archigos data from Kristian Skrede Gleditsch and 
Giacomo Chiozza (http://www.rochester.edu/college/faculty/hgoemans/data.htm); as well 
as a series of specific variables drawn from World Bank, IMF, OECD and United Nations 
databases. For election-quality variables, we rely on a triangulation approach — examining 
variables within the V-Dem data and the Electoral Integrity Project but also looking at 
certain binary variables within NELDA for specific forms of electoral malpractice. In 
particular, the frequency of election-rigging strategies and the regional breakdown of them 
was conducted as our own analysis of V-Dem and NELDA data. We are indebted to the 
excellent researchers at all of these projects who made such analysis possible. 


In each chapter, our conclusions reflect a combination of the quantitative and qualitative 
evidence available to us. We believe that this mixed-methods approach is crucial, 
particularly for a topic as opaque as election rigging. Even though we have interviewed 
autocrats and their allies, they rarely admit to specific tactics. Yet, by understanding the 
logic of incumbents, opposition parties, international monitors, diplomats, and the wide 
range of people involved in the battle for election integrity, we hope to provide a 
comprehensive and fair-minded assessment of election rigging. 


For the countries that are included in each regional category, see appendix 2. 


Appendix 2 Regional breakdown of countries used in statistical analysis 


These are the regional breakdowns we used. The countries listed here do not include all the 
countries in the world. In rare instances, that is because of missing data. But for the most 
part, they are missing because they do not hold national-level elections (such as Saudi 
Arabia or Eritrea). 


Sub-Saharan Africa 


Angola, Benin, Botswana, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Central African Republic, Cameroon, 
Cape Verde, Chad, Comoros, Céte d’Ivoire, Democratic Republic of Congo, Djibouti, 
Equatorial Guinea, Ethiopia, Gabon, Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Kenya, 
Liberia, Lesotho, Madagascar, Malawi, Mali, Mauritania, Mauritius, Mozambique, 
Namibia, Niger, Nigeria, Rwanda, Sao Tomé and Principe, Senegal, Seychelles, Sierra 
Leone, Somalia, South Africa, Swaziland, Tanzania, Togo, Uganda, Zambia, Zimbabwe 


Middle East 
Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Oman, Syria, Turkey, Yemen 
Latin America 


Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, 
Guyana, Honduras, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay, Venezuela 


Europe (excluding post-Soviet states) 


Albania, Austria, Belgium, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czech 
Republic, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, 
Macedonia, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia, 
Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, United Kingdom 


Post-Soviet states 


Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Estonia, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Moldova, Russia, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Ukraine, Uzbekistan 


Asia (excluding post-Soviet states) 


Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Cambodia, India, Indonesia, Japan, Laos, Mongolia, 
Nepal, North Korea, Pakistan, Papua New Guinea, Philippines, Singapore, South Korea, Sri 
Lanka, Thailand, Timor-Leste, Vietnam 


Appendix 3 Global total number of elections, by year 
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Source: National Elections Across Democracy and Autocracy (NELDA) dataset. 


Appendix 4 Global number of elections monitored by international monitors, 
by year 
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Source: National Elections Across Democracy and Autocracy (NELDA) dataset. 
Appendix 5 Global percentage of elections lost by incumbents, by year 


40 


30 


20 


Percentage of elections 


10 


0 


Ly 
Fe ESEESF FSFE ESSESEEBS 
Ss sc ss © 
CF Ee el a xe El Ow a a! a 
SN € NX SS we © KH S$ & ¥ BH YX W 
xr FP TF FH FF FF KF F SF F F 
Ss SFY NN NON NON NO NON YF FO 


Source: National Elections Across Democracy and Autocracy (NELDA) dataset. 


Appendix 6 Percentage of elections lost by incumbents in sub-Saharan 
Africa, by year 
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Appendix 7 Average election quality, by region, 2012-15 
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Source: Election Integrity Project. A score of 10 is a ‘perfect’ election. 


Appendix 8 Global percentage chance of an election being rigged, by the 
number of years the incumbent has been in power, regression analysis 1989-— 
2012 
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Source: Author regression analysis drawing on data from National Elections Across 
Democracy and Autocracy (NELDA), Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) and Archigos. 


Appendix 9 Percentage of elections with state control of the election 
management body, by region, 2012-16 
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Source: Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) dataset. 


Appendix 10 Global percentage average of voter turnout over time 
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Appendix 11 Percentage of elections with state targeting of the opposition 
with violence, intimidation or harassment 
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Source: National Elections Across Democracy and Autocracy (NELDA) dataset. 


Appendix 12 Percentage of elections with state targeting of the opposition 
with violence, intimidation or harassment, by region, 2012-16 
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Source: National Elections Across Democracy and Autocracy (NELDA) dataset. 


Appendix 13 Percentage of elections with election day irregularities, by 
region, 2012-16 
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Source: Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) dataset. 


Appendix 14 Percentage of elections featuring vote buying, by region, 2012- 
16 
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Source: Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) dataset. 


Appendix 15 Regime classification of cases discussed in depth in this book 


Note: all classifications are based on the most recent data available, and may differ slightly 
from some of the historical examples given. Regime classification is based on Polity IV 
scores, which run from —10 (full dictatorship) to +10 (consolidated democracy). Our 
spectrum looks like this: closed authoritarian (10 to —5), dominant authoritarian (—S to 0), 
competitive authoritarian (0 to 5), electoral democracy (6 to 10). 
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Appendix 16 Electronic voting usage, global 


Note: this table only includes cases where the act of voting is electronic; it does not include 
cases in which biometric technology is used to register or verify voters, or in which 
electronic technology is used in the collation of votes. ‘DRE’ stands for direct-recording 
electronic voting machine: this allows individuals to vote through a ballot made available 
through a mechanical or electro-optical mechanism, and then records this decision and 
processes it through a computer program. 


Country Date Classifications 
introduced 
Australia Remote Used in parts | NSW state elections 
internet voting |of the 
country 
Brazil Voting Used Local, referendums, 
machines nationwide | national 
since 2000 
Canada Remote Used in parts | Local elections, 
internet voting |of the referendums, First Nation 
country elections 
Estonia Remote Used Local, parliamentary, 
internet voting |nationwide | presidential and European 
elections (31.3 per cent 
Germany DRE voting Discontinued | Used in local and European 
machine elections 
India Electronic Used All local, state and general 
voting nationwide _|parliamentary elections 
machines and 
remote internet 
voting 
Kazakhstan Indirect- Discontinued | 2011 presidential elections 
recording 2011 
voting system 
Namibia Voting Used Presidential elections 
machines nationwide 


Netherlands Voting Discontinued | For use by overseas voters 
machines 2017 only 











Norway 2008 Remote Currently Local and parliamentary 
internet voting | being piloted | elections 


Romania 2003 Remote For use by soldiers only 
internet voting per 

Switzerland 2000 Remote Used in parts | Municipal, cantonal and 
internet voting federal referendums 


2011 Voting Federal National Council 
machines ae (FNC) elections 
United States |2002 DRE voting Used in parts | General elections, in some 
machines 
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